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Lewis Mumford is one of the greatest thinkers of the twentieth century, having made substantial and original contributions to knowledge in a wide variety of fields – architecture, city and urban studies, literature, history, technology, sociology, and planning. More than this, Mumford integrated these fields in a broad vision that sees life as an organic whole. This range of interests goes some way towards explaining the breadth of thought that Mumford brings to any particular field of study, in particular to the city. For Lewis Mumford is the most perceptive and insightful of writers on the city. He is a regional planner, a moralist and a critical utopian who conceives the city as much more than a physical entity. To Mumford, the city is a civilisation, a society and a culture, articulating this fundamental idea through words, principles and pictures.

For all of his many writings, Lewis Mumford is something of a shadowy figure. Mumford has been described as the ‘forgotten environmentalist’ (Guha 1991), a condition which is mystifying given Mumford’s varied and prolific writing over a period spanning more than sixty years. Mumford’s transdisciplinary works were written outside of the academic world and outside of academic specialism. Mumford’s writings were designed to inspire a change of mind and practices amongst the people, earning Mumford the title of ‘public intellectual’, denoting a thinker and writer who addresses a general but intelligent audience about key questions and issues of contemporary concern. (Jacoby 1987: 5.) Many of themes Mumford addressed and questions he raised are only now coming into their own, particularly the growing reaction against the monolithic megamachine state and arguments for democratic technics and regional cities. For Mumford, these developments entailed giving individuals greater involvement in and control over the issues that affect them both communally and personally. Whilst there has been little progress towards embedding Mumford’s values here in the creation of the ecological society, his critique of the megamachine which stands in the way of such life-affirming social organisation remains pertinent. 

Mumford’s perspective is timely. Yet Mumford’s name is rarely mentioned. This is to be regretted since there remains great value in Mumford’s nuanced approach to technics, the way that Mumford revealed the potentials of science and technology for creating the new society. Mumford was always concerned to demonstrate alternative possibilities contained within current developments. Mumford was at pains to argue, in Technics and Civilization and elsewhere, that there was no inherent technological reason as to why a developed society must necessarily be centralized, authoritarian, socially destructive and ecologically wasteful. Technology could be realised in such a manner and, indeed, is so realised within the modern megamachine. But Mumford was always concerned to highlight alternative possibilities that technics made available to people, if only they could change their mentalities and modalities.

Lewis Mumford was a pioneer voice in pointing to a new age of green politics: 'All thinking worthy of the name must now be ecological,' Mumford declared. And by 'ecology', Mumford did not mean environmentalism in the managerial sense of piecemeal tinkering. Judged against Mumford’s ecological regionalism, such environmentalism is no more than a reformist rescue-squad concerned with patching up and preserving the status quo. For Mumford, ecology meant Nature in all its biocentric, holistic fullness, with humanity forming one strand amongst many other strands in the seamless web of life, neither above nor outside of Nature but harmoniously integrated within it. Ecologists are now starting to appreciate the prescience of Mumford’s vision, acting to realize the revolutionary implications of the moral and intellectual seeds which Mumford sowed decades ago. The longer the necessary ecological transformation is resisted, the less choice human beings will have in shaping the contours of the future society, the more harsh natural necessity will determine ends. The sooner we undertake change, the more actively democratic it will be.

The reader may very well ask why such an important thinker, whose arguments prefigure the central themes and values of the new social movements and the new age of ecology, has come to be a ‘forgotten’ figure. The answer may be that Mumford is an independent and critical mind whose views are often at variance with the consensuses which form in politics and social movements. Certainly, Mumford’s moral views would appear to be far too traditional to be accepted in a postmodern climate. Mumford clearly believed that there was such a thing as moral truth. He also believed that civilisation created an order that enhanced life rather than repressed it, a notion that could also appear old-fashioned. Too conservative for the new social movement radicals and too communist for the conservatives, Mumford is a singular figure who could easily be left without friends in politics. The fact remains, however, that Mumford’s decentralist, ecological and regionalist ideas have not only stood up well but retain all of their revolutionary potential for the remaking of society. 

What is striking about Mumford’s writing is just how multi-faceted and multi-layered it is, rich and varied in its embrace of a vast range of topics – geography, industry, transportation, immigration, parks and open spaces, architecture, neighbourhoods, government, city planning, housing, health and sanitary conditions and ‘the institutions for social betterment’. But if Mumford’s approach was extensive it was also comprehensive, governed by the criterion ‘that historic growth should be examined on the basis of present day conditions, and that the weight given to any particular growth should be a function of its importance in the contemporary scheme’ (Mumford Memorandum: Plan for a Civic Background Series ND, LMC). To reform the cities, there is a need to have an informed grasp of the soundest features of existing cities as well as an awareness of past planning errors. Mumford thus critically investigated historical cities in order to divine the key elements of the city of the future.

Mumford is an intellectual range rider whose purpose remains critical and coherent on account of consistent moral and philosophical conviction. His varied work can best be appreciated as a sustained elaboration of a precise and clearly defined conception of the world. Mumford is an organicist thinker who is committed to creating life-enhancing structures and to destroying life-denying structures. This critical project is embedded in a conception of a planned regional and ecological decentralisation.

Mumford has written with great insight and originality on a wide variety of topics. His keen moral purpose, combined with a general aloofness from politics, gives his work an iconoclastic character. Mumford promotes no party line. This gives his systematic repudiation of life-denying power philosophies, embodied in militaristic, nationalistic institutions, a liberatory character.  Further, with his organic and holistic approach, Mumford was an intellectual range rider rather than an academic specialist. His writing covers a broad range of topics – utopias, cities, technologies, cultures, values, faiths, art, aesthetics, architecture, history (Newman 1971; Morely 1985). Mumford never identified himself by a particular label. He was never a historian, sociologist, urban or architectural critic or theorist as such. Rather, Mumford comprehended the multi-faceted nature of human life and society and incorporated aspects drawn from the whole range of disciplines for his own critical purposes. Jacoby defined Mumford accurately as a ‘public intellectual’ (Jacoby 1987:5). Even this, however, fails to do justice to Mumford’s breadth and depth of learning, his very real expertise and profundity in specific areas.

Mumford offers a unique insight into the myriad political, social, cultural, urban, moral, psychological and ecological problems of rationalised modernity. Reason has not brought freedom. In many instances, freedom has issued in human beings becoming enslaved to their powers, institutions and ideas. Mumford offers a means of explaining this paradox of bondage through liberty. The solutions that Mumford articulates brings the soundest features of past cities to bear upon present forms. The awareness of the past enabled Mumford to address the problems of rational modernity. Although Mumford wrote on a wide variety of topics, his purpose possessed a unifying thread concerning the mode of life within modern technological society. Mumford was concerned to put the constituents of modern urban life on a sustainable basis in relation to new technologies and techniques.

Amongst the many wise prescriptions offered for the ills of our technocratic civilisation, Lewis Mumford’s work stands out for its advocacy of a science that presents "an organic world-picture" as against mechanistic models. Mumford’s approach integrates art, technics, ethics, and natural philosophy within an holistic ecological regionalism in which mind-infused culture mediates between society and nature. Mumford’s human ecological approach demands a new emphasis on wholes and systems as against reductionist and mechanical models, offering a means for uniting experience, intuition, and objectivity.

Mumford’s understanding of technology is nuanced, acknowledging both the positive and negative aspects. Mumford’s concern is not to reject technology but to ensure that technological advance proceeds in an organic manner, fostering a communal life in which the human personality could flourish. Mumford thus emerges as a theorist who critically embraces technology as a force which is integral to human growth but which may also be destructive. Mumford’s approach to technology is aesthetic as well as ethical. Technology could enhance the beauty of the built environment as well as its productivity. Technology could even be a means of social and psychological salvation (Hughes 1989:335/6 355/60).

Mumford’s position with respect to technology is best characterised as a critical optimism, something which he retained even in later life despite becoming increasingly aware of the depredations of the modern megamachine. Mumford continued to value technology as the expression of the creative ability of human beings. His point was that the human race had to creatively live up to its technological capacities if the destructive misuse of those capacities was to be avoided.

Mumford investigated the social evolution and application of technology, anticipating many of the themes which were to become dominant in the late twentieth century. Mumford is particularly relevant in interpreting social evolution and its impact in terms of an interaction between a technological determinism and the social and symbolic construction of technology. The fact that human beings are creative agents indicates the potential to subvert any technological determinism that grips human society.

Mumford’s Technics and Civilization (1934) and The Culture of Cities (1938) were instrumental in establishing the connection between technics, regions and cities within the process of civilisation building as academic subjects, planning issues and political aims.

Mumford goes deeper than technics and their social organisation to grasp the ontological and epistemological structures of coercion, which have characterized state-organized societies from the first. The earliest civilisations shared certain basic institutional and mental structures of domination. Mumford locates domination in the earliest civilisations, societies organized in cities, possessing a state apparatus formed around a king. The word 'civilization' derives from the Latin civitas for 'city'. 

Lewis Mumford describes the forms of social domination in such 'civilizations':

Its chief features, constant in varying proportions throughout history, are the centralization of political power, the economic exploitation of the weak, and the universal introduction of slavery and forced labor for both industrial and military purposes.

Mumford, MM: THD 1968: 186.

In these civilizations, religion serves as an ideology of domination, a technology that rationalises asymmetrical power relations.

There is an old German phrase that ‘town air makes free’, but the historical evidence points to anything but a uni-linear relationship between city life and freedom, the emerging modern subjectivity depending on urbanity yet also being coextensive within the expanding forces of domination. 

Mumford's sociological archaeology of the city references an ancient dialectic. (Mumford, CH 1961 Chs 1-5).  Mumford positively evaluates the female-dominated container culture of the neolithic age and critically examines the way that the neolithic gave way to a larger city- and state-centred patriarchal civilisation characterized by the domination of nature without and stratification within. At the same time as cities extended horizons, they also magnified sacred and secular power. Large-scale cooperation and the division of labour expanded the spheres of work and knowledge, generating the surpluses that protected the community from famine but also created a margin beyond necessity which could support royal power. The expansion of abstract forms of rule and worship which the urban centres of Antiquity made possible came at the expense of the regimented individuals who were the human cogs of the social machine. At the same time, urban congregation created the possibility of greater individual development. Whilst organised war and violence became normalized with the rise of cities and the spread of civilisation, law also began to assume a positive role in the regulation of human affairs. In fine, rather than some simple tale of uni-linear progress, civilisation was always an ambivalent process, pregnant with alternative possibilities at every stage. 

Mumford emphasises that class societies have always been based on organized violence. In order to secure their own survival, such societies have had to develop states based on force in order to protect against their own destructive impulses, the very forces of domination they cultivated within their own members, let alone against the threats of outsiders. Such domination-based civilization now constitutes a threat to the survival of humanity. With ‘life’ as his central concept, Lewis Mumford impels us to search for regenerative forms of social organization. Such forms have always been present, and are permanent in the social nature of human beings. However, they tend to be pushed to the margins by dominant forms of power. The political task of today is to liberate and embed these relationships within society as a whole. One important key to succeeding at this task is a focus on the community and the regional city as an urban public sphere fitting the environing ecology.

Mumford makes it clear that the human domination of nature is connected with the human domination of fellow humans. He points to the way that a massive dam constructed to control the flow of a river is accompanied by the enslavement of human beings to that end; ‘the idea that a large city should sustain itself by devouring the resources of the environing countryside is accompanied by organised castes and hierarchies ensuring that survival by these means is achieved.’ The ecological regionalism envisaged by Mumford stands in complete contrast to this, with human beings being incorporated within Nature’s web of life, guided by a spirit not of domination and exploitation but humility. Mumford thus seeks not control-over Nature but harmony-within Nature. Only thus is the violence and aggression at the heart of civilisation diminished, reducing the need to organise for protective wars within and without. 

The role that religion played from the first civilisations onwards as a technology of power and control is important. With what Nietzsche calls the death of God, human beings are forced to confront the powers they venerate and serve, to recognise them as their own powers in alien form. This, in turn, is a demand that human beings come to create their own history in terms of conscious moral choice. Nietzsche doubted whether human beings were up to the challenge to live as gods. ‘Man ought not to know more of a thing than he can creatively live up to', Nietzsche declared. The implication is that human beings should not have such power as they cannot employ in creative manner. The effect of living with god-like power has been vertiginous, with human beings frequently teetering on the brink of disaster.

The most singular historic function of city in Mumford’s view lies in storing and transmitted the symbolic and practical heritage of the human community beyond the capability of any single individual. Mumford quotes Emerson’s remark that the city 'lives by remembering', going on to write:

Through its durable buildings and institutional structures and even more durable symbolic forms of literature and art, the city unites times past, times present and times to come. Within the historic precincts of the city time clashes with time: time challenges time.

Mumford, CH 1961: 118

This function could be actualised for so long as the political community was bounded by transcendental religion. Nietzsche’s death of God and the rise of a secular consciousness has made this function more and more difficult to perform, implying as it does the death of immortality. (Lefort 1982). Instead, the transcendent has been brought down to earth, the vertical has been horizontalised, the infinite pursued through the finite, the immortal identified with the machine. The sociological imagination flourishing in the modern city is increasingly the continuous compression of space and time into the spectacular commodity-form of the contemporary social order.

In a global village, the traditional village is increasingly absorbed into the vortices of time and space, reforming community 'because our limits coalesce,' rephrasing Kant's categorical imperative in modern form. (Mumford 69.) Mumford’s thought anticipates the new social movements — ecological, civic, pacifist, feminist  — the movements of popular struggle that may yet infuse the democratic body with civic content. Mumford’s thought gives the impression of being on the threshold of an age of transition that points in a number of alternative directions: flight into space, new organic relationship with Earth, nuclear war, peace with the land, a continuous restructuring of domination, the reversibility of progress into regress, or its transformation beyond linear time. Amongst these possibilities within an ambivalent process, we owe it to ourselves to think clearly and cogently and lucidly.

Growing awareness of the environmental crisis since the 1960s has rekindled interest in the interactions between human beings in relation to all other components of the natural environment and has led to growing demands for human-ecological planning. The value of Lewis Mumford’s ecological-regional planning approach is that it integrates the biophysical and the human-cultural system within a greater whole.


This book sets Mumford’s detailed descriptions of and prescriptions for the urban environment within an overarching ethical framework concerning human growth and development as expressed through technological advance. The argument traces Mumford’s thought through a series of phases.

In the beginning, Mumford shared the conventional rationalist view that technological advance made material abundance and universal freedom a realistic possibility. New technology would inevitably produce progress in terms of human fulfilment and social harmony. Even at this stage, however, Mumford’s conception of the relation between technology and progress was critical rather than naïve. In connecting technology to progress, Mumford added the qualification that progress does not automatically follow technological change but requires that human beings impose their own moral purpose upon technological imperatives in order to achieve social and psychological goals. Mumford at this stage of his thought adheres to a soft technological determinism which is compatible with an activist stance towards change. Mumford eagerly participated in politics and in policy-making initiatives. Technology could realise its creative potential for freedom only if set within programmes for regional development and social democracy that reconfigured and recontextualised its use. Mumford’s articles of the 1920’s spelled out his vision of neotechnics as operating within a planned regional and ecological decentralisation (FM and R 1925:130/5 151/2; RAI 1927:277/88). Mumford argued in favour of a decentralised regionalism that rests upon the purposeful use of neotechnics to achieve organic communities that are set within the natural region. Regionalism is crucial in achieving organic community promoting life-enhancing values.

The Depression of the 1930’s caused Mumford to question his understanding of the evolution of technology and the direction of society as a result of this evolution. Technological change did not necessarily imply or involve advance. Mumford became much less optimistic than he had been concerning the potential contained in neotechnics for a new social order. His book  Technics and Civilisation (1934) emerged during this period of questioning. At the beginning of Technics and Civilisation, Mumford stated his intention as being ‘to deal with the machine, the city, the region, the group and the personality in a single volume’ (TC 1934:v). Mumford came to address these subjects in a number of volumes rather than one, grouped under the title ‘Renewal of Life’. This group included  Technics and Civilisation , The Culture of Cities (1938), The Condition of Man (1944) and The Conflict of Life (1951). Mumford came to place less emphasis upon the potentialities inherent in technologies and techniques. Instead, he argued the need for revitalising values and institutions so as to reorient technological development, ensuring the maximum public choice of uses.

Technics and Civilisation  conveys something of Mumford’s altered perspectives. In the first half of the book, Mumford expresses an optimistic interpretation of history as progressive. In the chapter ‘the neotechnic phase’, Mumford presents a history of technology from the Middle Ages to contemporary civilisation. He periodises history into three phases. The Eotechnic Phase characterised by wood, wind and water; the Paleotechnic Phase characterised by coal, steam and iron; and the Neotechnic Phase characterised by electricity and alloys. The second half of the book abandons the progressive interpretation of historical development to launch a savage assault upon the paleotechnic phase. In this critical analysis, Mumford opposes organic values to the mechanisation and materialism which are the dominant characteristics of the era. Mumford attacks the survivals of the paleotechnic phase in existing institutions and values. In so doing, he starts to modify the soft technological determinism that he had expressed in his earlier work. By the end of Technics and Civilisation, Mumford was defining his position in terms of an attempt by human agency to overthrow determinism. Mumford now started to emphasise that society and values have shaped technology in the past and that, by appreciating this, human beings could consciously create their future. Rather than acquiesce passively in a technological determinism, human beings could impose their own moral agency upon technological and socio-cultural dynamics.

Mumford thus came to question the benign character of technology as he came to develop a split between a mechanical and an organic culture with respect to the domination of the megamachine. As his argument developed, Mumford’s conception of technology became increasingly complex. Mumford had initially adopted a conventional definition of technology as hardware comprising machines, processes, structures and utensils. His conception had broadened by  Technics and Civilisation. Technology, (which Mumford referred to as ‘technics’ in the German tradition, as technologies and techniques), is now understood to comprise more than hardware. Mumford distinguished between machines, as specific objects, and the machine, as the whole technological complex encompassing tools, machines, skills, knowledge and arts. Mumford was now concerned with the problems of a mechanistic civilisation in which technology is a technique producing system, order and control. Mumford does include institutions in the problem solving complex of technology but favoured the term ‘the machine’ to technological system (Hughes in Bijker ed 1987:51/82).

The final phase of  Mumford’s intellectual development is characterised by an attempt to retain hope despite the accumulation of reasons to despair. Mumford retained the hope that a social and value conditioned technology could serve to fulfil the needs of the human personality and community. But the grounds for hope were diminishing. The Second World War was followed by the Cold War and the Nuclear Arms race. These developments left Mumford more critical of technology and less hopeful that the necessary moral transformation would occur and save humankind from what seemed to be an inevitable doom.

The problem was compounded, in Mumford’s view, by the fact that human creativity, the very force for hope which justifies a notion of progress, had been perverted and put to destructive use. The Myth of the Machine (1967) and The Pentagon of Power (1970) articulated a profound pessimism and moral outrage on Mumford’s part. Mumford was compelled to revise his earlier views on technology and society in order to account for this eventuality. Mumford presented his new work as a rewriting of the history of technology ‘with all the light that linguistics and psychology now thrown on it’ (Mumford RN 11 September 1963, MP). Mumford was now openly acknowledging that science and technology were irrational to the core (RN 2 July 1967, MP). The unreason which characterised the modern age was not simply a result of misuse but actually expressed something irrational at the core of science and technology.

By the end, Mumford could no longer accept the soft technological determinism of his earlier work. He had once argued that technological advance would usher in a neotechnic era characterised by a benign technology making possible local communities of psychologically fulfilled individuals within a decentralised ecological regionalism. Such faith did not survive the Second World War. In the final phase of his life’s work, Mumford was explicitly condemning machine civilisation and demanding that it be replaced by an organic culture. Hence the importance that Mumford attached to the fact that human beings were image- and symbol-makers before they were tool makers. Technology was not value neutral but was conditioned by society and by moral purposes. 

Mumford continued to hold on to some hope, but not as much as he once had. Mumford felt that industrial society was as doomed as Rome had been. Modern society was too sick to understand its need for a doctor to treat its mental sickness, manifesting ‘insanity on the widest collective scale’ (Mumford to Seidenberg, 6 August 1956, MP). All around, Mumford saw people ‘who are blindly pushing our technology, whipping, indeed flaying that runaway horse, under the impression that they are thereby controlling that dangerous monster’ (Mumford RN 13 July 1963, MP). Mumford’s realisation of the full extent to which technology is now misapplied left him with little hope and great despair.

Mumford nevertheless retained some hope that a neotechnic era was emerging, although he acknowledged the survival of the paleotechnic era in the dominant institutions and values. Despite accumulating evidence to the contrary, Mumford maintained that a conversion of values leading humanity out of its current predicament may just still be possible. Little hope is still some hope.

The question that Mumford sought to answer was why technological advance had issued not in human freedom and happiness but in its opposite. The answer lay in the fact that technological progress was achieved at the price of the destruction of the social and natural environments crucial to this freedom and happiness. Mumford was fully aware of the negative as well as of the positive effects of technological advance and was concerned to reject the facile view which saw an automatic connection between technical and social progress. Progress in the former could actually entail regress in the latter. Mumford did not challenge the fact that technology advanced, a fact which formed the basis of his eternal optimism about the future. The crucial question for Mumford pertained to the values of society. The dehumanisation of capitalism issues when society tolerates the exaltation of technical means over human ends. This inversion of means and ends ensures that technological progress would inevitably issue in social regress.

Mumford’s approach calls for a re-evaluation of progress. Progress as measured in terms of linear time constantly devalues the past in terms of the ideas of the present. In The Case Against "Modern Architecture", Mumford critically examines many of the preconceptions about modern civilization modern architecture reflects, paying particular attention to the belief in mechanical progress. Architecture is said to reflect the Spirit of the Age, but if the age is all matter and no spirit, then there is nothing for building to reflect. This idea of progress presumes that the expansion of scientific knowledge, generating new technical inventions, would inevitably lead to human improvement. This idea of mechanical progress also supposes that 'traditional knowledge and experience, traditional forms and values, acted as a brake upon such expansion and invention, and that since the order embodied by the machine was the highest type of order, no brakes of any kind were desirable.' Mumford proceeds to reject these crude mechanical notions of linear time and linear progress, arguing that since the past is always present in the future and the future in the past in terms of continuity, then organic evolution is cumulative and purposeful. In contrast, the exclusive focus of mechanical progress is upon a one-dimensional present:

Under the idea of mechanical progress only the present counted, and continual change was needed in order to prevent the present from becoming passe, and thus unfashionable. Progress was accordingly measured by novelty, constant change, and mechanical difference, not by continuity and human improvement. 

Lewis Mumford, The Highway and the City, p.152.

Mumford’s critical approach to the exploitative technology and materialism of this era never induced him to repudiate the material world of human creation. Rather, he celebrated the sensuous terrain and the physicality of the life world, not so much as ends in themselves but as a route to a higher wisdom. Mumford  affirmed the superiority of empirical knowledge obtained through direct contact with the material world. Significantly, Mumford was not interested in ‘technology’ as an abstract, rational pursuit but ‘technics’ as the industrial arts (Mumford to Kranzberg 15 January 1970). Mumford seeks an affirmative materialism in which human beings are a part of their environment through the integration of everyday work and life activity with practical and sensate experience. Such a world would be human in a direct sense.

Mumford’s concern to define the novel urban forms and social institutions that corresponded to his profound awareness of the possibilities and limitations of technics with respect to human freedom and happiness was demonstrated in a series of major works on The City in History and on the future for urban space. Mumford’s regionalist alternative led him to develop a profound critique of power. His perspectives here are of enduring, indeed growing, importance. Mumford’s concern did not necessarily imply a deprofessionalisation in favour of an unmediated, spontaneous social organisation run by gifted amateurs. Rather, Mumford sought a civic order which fostered a public discourse and consciousness capable of redirecting the professionalisation of knowledge. The improvement of the quality of public life was crucial to this perspective. The democratisation of political and economic power thus implies the need to reconfigure the human realm as a public sphere capable of organising and exercising power in socially beneficial ways. In fine, the creation of an urban public sphere, and a plurality of such spheres within the ecological region, is the only way of checking urban decay and ecological destruction.

Mumford’s writing on the city is motivated by a moral and critical purpose. Mumford’s ideal city would be a city of human dimensions enabling and encouraging a vigorous reciprocity and interaction between inhabitants as citizens. This ideal would bring the touch, sense and smell of the countryside into the core market life of the city. The ideal would be a city of friendly neighbourhoods linked in close connection to each other, each within close walking distance of parks and green spaces. It would be a city with an integrated and accessible transport network which is able to convey everybody, cheaply and comfortably, to a range of civic centres, museums, libraries, theatres, dance halls, parks and so on. ‘Theatre and spectacle’ are crucial to Mumford’s ‘idea of the city as a vast stage for the drama of life’ (Mumford in Miller 1992:27). Mumford’s objective was to make the city a communal theatre, a collective experience in which city dwellers are actors rather than merely spectators in the drama of urban life.







1 LARGE VIEWS IN THE ABSTRACT AND IN THE CONCRETE

The Influence of Kropotkin

Mumford’s work belongs in that group of thinkers who developed a concept of human-ecological planning in the early to mid-twentieth century. The consistent theme in the works of Patrick Geddes, Rodney McKenzie, Benton MacKaye, and Aldo Leopold is that planning and design should be guided by a detailed understanding of the reciprocal interactions between people and their biophysical environment. 

Professor Hall argues that:

"Many, though by no means all, of the early visions of the planning movement stemmed from the anarchist movement, which flourished in the last decades of the nineteenth century and the first years of the twentieth. The vision of these anarchist pioneers was not merely of an alternative built form, but of an alternative society, neither capitalist nor bureaucratic-socialistic: a society based on voluntary co-operation among men and women, working and living in small self-governing communities."





I shall return to Howard later on when discussing the similarity between Howard’s conception of the social city and Mumford’s conception of the regional city. I want to look first at Kropotkin’s writings as an enduring influence upon Mumford, then more closely at Patrick Geddes as a formative influence.

Mumford was greatly influenced by Peter Kropotkin and the vision of a decentralised community practising self-government. Mumford would state that Kropotkin’s Fields, Factories and Workshops had become more important in the 1960’s than it had been when it was written at the end of the nineteenth century. For Kropotkin, new technologies like electricity had established the basis for a decentralised mode of urban development, providing ‘the opportunity for a more responsible and responsive local life, with greater scope for the human agents who were neglected and frustrated by mass organisations’ (Mumford 1986:14).





The scattering of industries over the country - so as to bring the factory amidst the fields, to make agriculture derive all those profits which it always finds in being combined with industry and to produce a combination of industrial with agricultural work - is surely the next step to be taken... This step is imposed by the necessity for each healthy man and woman to spend a part of their lives in manual work in the free air; and it will be rendered the more necessary when the great social movements, which have now become unavoidable, come to disturb the present international trade, and compel each nation to revert to her own resources for her own maintenance. (in Ward, Thinner City) 





Almost half a century in advance of contemporary economic and technical opinion, he had grasped the fact that the flexibility and adaptability of electric communication and electric power, along with the possibilities of intensive, biodynamic farming, had laid the foundations for a more decentralized urban development in small units, responsive to direct human contact, and enjoying both urban and rural advantages. Industry, he saw, was no longer tied to the coalmine, even when coal remained a source of power; nor was it tied to the railroad and the big city: neither efficiency nor economy was to be equated with big units of production. Kropotkin foresaw what many big corporations were to discover only during the Second World War; namely, that even when the total assemblage was a big one, the farming out of special industrial operations in bits and pieces actually often made the reputed economies of concentrate a large-scale organization, the industrial tendency justified other forms of metropolitan bigness, dubious. The finer the technology, the greater the need, for the human initiative and skill conserved in the small workshop. Effective transportation and fine organization were often superior to the mere physical massing of plant under one roof.

Mumford CH 1961: 585

Mumford recognised the coherence and cogency of Kropotkin’s vision. Mumford gives an enthusiastic and positive endorsement of Kropotkin’s argument, making clear the extent to which Kropotkin’s values and prescriptions were incorporated into Mumford’s own work:

Kropotkin realized that the new means of rapid transit and communication, coupled with the transmission of electric power in a network, rather than a one-dimensional line, made the small community on a par in essential technical facilities with the overcongested city. By the same token, rural occupations once isolated and below the economic and cultural level of the city could have the advantages of scientific intelligence, group organisation and animated activities, originally a big city, monopoly; and with this the hard and fast division between urban and rural, between industrial worker and farm worker, would break down too. Kropotkin understood these implications before the invention of the motor car, the radio, the motion picture, the television system, and the world-wide telephone - though each of these inventions further confirmed his penetrating diagnosis by equalizing advantages between the central metropolis and the once peripheral and utterly dependent small communities. With the small unit as a basis, he saw the opportunity for a more responsible and responsive local life, with greater scope for the human agents who were neglected and frustrated by mass organisations.

Mumford CH 1961: 585

In praising Kropotkin’s prescience here, Mumford himself was writing before the ICT revolution became a new force for decentralisation. Mumford remained within Kropotkin’s vision in praising the range and diversity of small, flexible enterprises dependent upon broadly skilled workers and multiple-use automated machinery, linked together in varying combinations and networks to perform complex manufacturing tasks for different markets. Such firms evince a high degree of democracy in the workplace and are capable of rapid innovation. Mumford also stresses the civic aspects of this development. These firms tend to congregate in mixed-use neighbourhoods where work and dwelling are integrated. As the focus of planning policy, architectural interventions, and municipal investment, such firms yield rich returns with respect to sustainable economic growth and the creation of an innovative urban life.

From first to last, Lewis Mumford incorporated and applied Kropotkin’s vision within his own writings on technology and the city. Mumford re-affirms Kropotkin’s argument for the decentralization of production in the strongest of terms. As he writes in Technics and Civilization:

In a balanced economy, regional production of commodities becomes rational production; and inter-regional exchange becomes the export of the surplus from regions of increment to regions of scarcity, or the exchange of special materials and skills.... But even here the advantages of a particular place may remain temporary.... With the growth of economic regionalism, the advantages of modern industry will be spread, not chiefly by transport — as in the nineteenth century — but by local development.






The Influence of Patrick Geddes

When discussing Mumford’s influences, there are good grounds for beginning with Patrick Geddes. Early on, Mumford, in defining his ‘present interest in life’, defined the purpose which motivated the whole of his life and career: ‘the exploration and documentation of cities. I am as much interested in the mechanism of man’s cultural ascent as Darwin was in the mechanism of his biological descent’ (Mumford RN 1919). The biggest influence upon Mumford at the time that he declared this interest in cities was Patrick Geddes. ‘I have never entertained an original idea that I did not derive from Geddes’ (Mumford 1966:20). As will be made clear, however, Mumford transformed the ideas he adopted from Geddes and made them serve his own critical purposes.

Patrick Geddes was a Scottish biologist who assimilated regionalist ideas drawn from the geographical, social, historical, political and economic spheres to form a powerful synthesis. In this vein, Patrick Geddes insisted that planning and design ought to be viewed as "Sympathy, Synthesis, and Synergy." (Stalley 1972.) Geddes was the pioneer of a regionalist social science which integrated sociology and geography to create a ‘sociogeography’. A major influence upon Geddes was French sociologist and geographer Frederic Le Play, for whom human communities are to be considered extensions of a natural region. ‘Sociogeography’ thus referred to the study of the interaction of all life within a region. Central to this study of community was the triad of place, work and folk (Fletcher 1971:832/9). Implicit in Geddes’ view is the need for an intimate understanding of a locale in terms of "history, folklore, and community sense," as well as the ongoing involvement of the land users themselves in realizing a shared vision. The planning situation proceeds by sympathizing with all people affected, synthesizing all pertinent considerations, and finally working cooperatively with all those affected in order to achieve the best result. 

Both Geddes and Mumford explored the potential of this new approach to reveal the destructive impact that technological development was having upon the environment and to suggest a more positive alternative.

Geddes made original contributions to town and country planning, environmental investigation and ecology. He stressed the formative role of the city in the process of cultural evolution, not merely as a philosopher and a moralist but as a biologist keen to identify the organic relationship sustaining city life. Geddes thus observed the communities composing the city as the outgrowth of the organic interaction between place, work and family. Geddes firmly placed the emphasis upon the lifeworld of the city, upon human communities as they functioned throughout everyday social processes and practices. Before embarking upon a planning project, Geddes would spend at least a week walking through the city, letting it ‘speak’ to him. In Cities in Evolution he explained how to ‘read’ a city through its history, geography, architecture and urban plan. By this approach, Geddes would learn the habits and the history of the city through its buildings, land and people. An awareness of everyday life in the city was critical to sound and effective urban planning. Geddes believed that cities could only be studied – and planned – in a holistic sense, set within the entire living environment within which it functioned. Planning ‘cannot be done in the office with rules and parallels’ .. ‘Large views in the abstract .. depend upon large views in the concrete’ (Geddes in Miller 1992:53/5). Taking stock of the city by direct experience, the individual comes to understand the problems and possibilities of the city. At this stage, the individual is able to join with others in an attempt to make the city a better place. 

Geddes was clear that the city should be seen in its regional setting. For Geddes, planning is 'the development of a local life ... capable of improvement and development in its own way and upon its own foundations, not something which can be done from above, on general principles easily laid down, which can be learned in one place and imitated in another'. Geddes advocated a decentralist standpoint with respect to urban management. He thus argued that 'For fulfilment there must be a resorption of government into the body of the community. How? By cultivating the habit of direct action instead of waiting upon representative agencies'. When the slogan ‘homes fir for heroes’ was being repeated at the end of the First World War, Geddes cried:

The central government says, 'Homes for heroes? We are prepared to supply all these things from Whitehall; at any rate to supervise them; to our minds much the same thing.' But are they? Can they? With what results, what achievements? At present we have the provinces all bowing to Westminster, which (after ample expenses have been deducted) is returned to some of them in the alluring form of a grant. But why not use this money themselves in the first place? Why not keep your money, your artists and your scientists, your orators and your planners - and do up your city yourselves? (in Colin Ward Thinner City).

Geddes challenges modernist assumptions with respect to the city, its scope, development and management. For Geddes, the city is the principal educator of its citizens. 

In arguing that planning can only be effective when approached on a regional basis, Geddes sought to strengthen the connection between the city and the countryside. The city region is a complex, interconnected ecosystem whose natural balance had to be respected. Geddes thus pioneered the survey method, yielding detailed firsthand knowledge of the natural and human resources of the region, and forming the basis of any effective regional and urban planning.
The survey was not limited to the physical aspects of the city region but placed the enquiry within the enlarged perspective of the historical development of existing institutions, ideas and customs. The regional survey cannot be limited to the existing spatial society but starts with the present to read the imprint of past development backwards throughout time. Combining historical perspective, field research and integrative ecological thought, the strength of the survey lay in producing realistic plans for the regeneration of the region.

Geddes viewed the city with the eye of the artist. He sought to sensitize the inhabitants to the beauty of even the most mundane features of the cityscape. He built a tower and employed it as a mechanism of visual education which taught people how to look and appreciate the physical and social landscape before their eyes. Geddes sought to integrate the entire city region into an harmonious whole, making it available to all as a total experience. Geddes’ famous tower articulated the regional survey method, serving also as a laboratory for social action, suggesting new combinations and revealing new possibilities for civic reform.

Appropriating a myriad of insights from Geddes’s original approach, Mumford investigated the city as a naturalist and a biologist, establishing connections and interrelationships, situating buildings and neighbourhoods, roads and bridges within the ecological context of the city region. This formed the basis for reconstituting the city as a whole. Geddes supplied Mumford with an education far beyond what he could have received in an institution of formal learning. He obtained not just the physical equipment of effective planning but also the moral equipment. The foundation of Geddes’s philosophy was the polis ideal of balance as articulated in the work of the two greatest philosophers of Athens, Plato and Aristotle. This approach integrated intellect and imagination, developing both in equal parts through the interconnection of theory and practice. This is a praxis philosophy. ‘By living we learn’ (Vivendo discimus) was Geddes’s very Athenian motto. True education came not from a book or a lecture hall but from an engagement with life as a continuing process of growth and development embracing all aspects of human life activity.

From Geddes, Mumford incorporated the Athenian ideal of civilisation as a balance of forces. Where the equilibrium between tradition and innovation is disturbed, civilisation decays. Mumford drew his philosophical inspiration from classical Athens, particularly from the Plato of The Republic. For Mumford, Plato ‘pictured a community living a sane, continent, athletic, clear-eyed life: a community that would be always, so to say, within bounds’  (SU 1922:38). Both Plato and Aristotle were pioneers of city studies, conceiving the city as a value-infused moral order integral to the realisation of the human ontology. The fact that Plato was intimately acquainted with his city gave Mumford great insight into the city not as a physical thing but as a way of life, a modus vivendi. The lessons that Mumford learned from Plato and Aristotle remained with him for the rest of his life. The classical Athenian approach to the city stressed balance and proportion as integral to the full development of the person. Community needs to be scaled to human dimension so as to permit a humane way of life. Overscale entails an imbalance and disproportion which leads to an inhumane way of life, frustrating the potential for growth and development. The classical perspective was careful to integrate the human community within a natural environment, emphasising the importance of geography and climate, of air, land and water, to the human habitat.
These are the values and themes that Mumford would retain and develop throughout his life. They exhibit an ecological sensibility that makes the city more than a physical construct. There is an awareness of the need for human scale and for social and ecological balance, of the importance of placing limits on physical growth.

Mumford also learned the centrality of social justice to the health and harmony of the city. The fruits of economic growth need to be distributed equitably. As Mumford argued:





Mumford insists that the ‘rule of life’ is ‘give and take, not dog-eat-dog’ (RN nd).

Mumford was particularly influenced by Geddes’s appropriation of Lamarck’s theory of the inheritance of acquired characteristics through environmental adaptation. In his zoological philosophy, Lamarck argued that organisms can transform themselves and their environments through their own active efforts.  Organisms therefore possess the capacity to transcend the conditioning process of the environment. Geddes called this capacity ‘insurgency’, arguing that it reached its pinnacle in human beings. Human beings possessed the ability to wilfully modify their personalities and environments.

Mumford would develop this concept of insurgency into an argument for the humane control and use of technology. For Mumford, history is based upon the continuous interplay between the organism and its environment. At times, humanity loses control of the future through subjection to external conditioning. At certain times of ‘insurgency’, however, humanity achieves transcendence to become the maker of history. Human beings ‘insurgent’ are artists, builders, balanced personalities. Humanity has its own ‘yes’ and ‘no’, if only human beings would exercise their options. Lewis Mumford would come to argue that, in contemporary civilisation, human beings need to exercise their freedom in order to contest the forces of the machine world. Mumford would argue that whereas the machine has dominated human life throughout history, human beings possess the capacity to regain control of their life processes. Resolving this issue of control, integrating technology and urban forms, formed the unifying thread of Mumford’s work.

Geddes’s concept of ‘life insurgent’ profoundly influenced Mumford’s organicism. The life insurgent, ‘perpetually striving, struggling, overcoming all obstacles’, is an organic concept that offered a means of subverting the domination of the mechanical in contemporary civilisation. As such, it formed the basis of Mumford’s attempt to define the healthy personality, community and city. Lewis Mumford's whole life’s work is characterised by a reverence for life.

Mumford was most impressed by Geddes’s understanding of life as a continuous interaction between organism and environment. This approach reveals the old philosophical questions of freedom and determinism, nurture and nature, to rest on false antitheses. Human beings and their growth embraced both aspects integrally. Whilst environment did dominate organism at times, as determinists argue, at other times organism broke free and mastered the environment by its cunning, energy and skill (Mumford 1931:130/1; Mumford 1929:295/6). ‘Holland made the Dutch; but the Dutch, with their dikes and windmills and their land reclamation, also made Holland’ (Mumford, ‘Patrick Geddes, Victor Branford and Applied Sociology in England: The Urban Survey, Regionalism and Planning’ in Barnes 689/90).

Mumford’s basic ‘myth’ of history is premised upon the primacy of spirit over mechanism. This is the fundamental plot of Mumford’s history. The subplot, the ‘drama of the machines’, rests on a limited or local form of technological determinism where this primacy is not in effect. There is no inconsistency here, argues Mumford, since life is driven by both external circumstances and internal forces of the mind. There is an interplay between the two. Life is both active and passive, voluntarist and inwardly determined. ‘Life is the harmonisation of the inner and the outer’ (Mumford PGI 1929:296).

Mumford incorporated key insights from Geddes into  Technics and Civilisation  in order to structure his argument. Geddes’s concept of life insurgent is the theme running through the whole book. Mumford also adopts two more of Geddes’s key concepts, the Valley Section and the notion of technological phases. In Technics, Mumford consistently credits Geddes with inventing the terms ‘paleotechnic’ and ‘neotechnic’. Geddes was concerned with the sprawling character of industrial cities, coining the term ‘conurbation’ to describe the process by which compact and defined urban areas were destroyed, along with the surrounding countryside. This could only be avoided if further urban expansion was planned. Geddes found appeal in Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City idea as offering a framework through which it would be possible to reconstruct urban civilisation. And since garden cities would be new creations, it would be possible for planners to employ new technologies to the full. Whereas the old metropolis embodied a design based on the coal and steam era of the industrial revolution (paleotechnics), the garden city would take full advantage of technological developments, like electricity, to realise a decentralised mode of life (neotechnics). In light of new technologies, Geddes anticipated an era of liveable cities, land and resource conservation and civic mindedness.

Geddes thus stressed the importance of technology and culture in shaping community structures grounded in a sense of place. The influence of Le Play is evident in the interaction of community, place and work. Geddes considered the mutual interaction between these three as creating the spatial pattern of a society in a particular environment (Dickinson 1970:25). This interaction determines the quality of human life. The importance of this mutual interaction was systematically neglected in the obsessive pursuit of productivity and profit under capitalist industrialisation, resulting in an ecological and social imbalance which is destructive of community.

Mumford thought that science could be of instrumental value in enabling a functional approach to this crisis. Regional and community planning would be an exercise in both foresight and creativity based upon ‘a body of scientific investigation by which a human community may discover its movements and tendencies, evaluate its institutions, appraise its potentialities, and forecast its future development’ (Mumford ‘Sociology and its Prospects in Great Britain’, Athenaeum, 10 Dec 1920:815/6).

Mumford also adapted Geddes’s valley section concept. Geddes confirmed Le Play’s view that modern urban life is to be understood as being derived from a simpler rural life.

For few discern at all, and hardly any clearly, how this rural world offers us not only the beauties and bounties of nature, but also in its workers and their villages the essentials of our civilisation, the simpler origins of our most complex urban and metropolitan institutions, and these easily explained, even to much of their working to this day..
For as we ascend the vale to the mountains, or descend again to the sea, we are for the time freed from our imperial and national cares; for the state, its bureaucrats and lawyers, its politicians and their fluctuating struggles, are for the time forgotten. Of mechanistic industry we see nothing beyond the village smithy, and of business only the convenient little shop.. After the fatigues and excitements of the city, we rest amid green peace, and let our tired eyes roam to the far horizon, instead of being near-focused on task or print -  a simple hygiene towards sanity of the mind. 

Geddes and Branford, ‘A Contribution of Social Science Towards Relationships’, nd Geddes Papers, Section 3.1.16

Mumford clarified and sharpened many of the ideas that originated in Geddes’s work. Mumford rejected the geographical determinism implicit in Geddes’s valley section concept, what Geddes referred to as ‘geographical control’. In Technics, Mumford came to use the valley section in a much more nuanced way than Geddes had. Mumford also rejected the way that Geddes reduced the complexities of modern civilisation to the simplicities of rural life (Mumford PGI 1929:296). Nevertheless, Geddes’s work, particularly cities in evolution, turned Mumford ‘back to the earth itself as the fundamental postulate’ (Untitled Unpublished MS 1916, MP).





Mumford’s regionalism involves a social science that embraces both natural and built structures in the region. The aim of this approach is to achieve a functional relation of human activity to regional structures. For Mumford, the region comprises a set of environmental relationships within a specific area. Mumford paid particular attention to the geographical factors of terrain, climate and soil (Mumford RAI 1927:277/88). The region for Mumford is not an ideal vision but exists in the facts of geography, climate, soil and terrain as the ‘fundamental basis of existence’ (Mumford to Bransford 1914 MP). This basis is the foundation of socio-economic and technical development. Mumford is not postulating a geographical determinism. Human life is not mechanically or routinely shaped by the environment. ‘The environment does not act directly upon man: it acts rather by conditioning the kinds of work and activity that are possible in a region’ (Mumford RAI 1927:285).

Mumford was looking to emphasise the importance of regionalism in the modern world, the way that the region exercises a constant geographic influence upon culture and society. ‘The region .. conditions economic activity. In the basic industries, as distinguished from the derivative industries, these conditions still have a rigorous hold. It is absurd to speak of “industry” or the “machine system” as if the conditions that underlie its success, and the problems it faced, were the same in every region’ (Mumford RAI 1927:285). Even globalisation does not transcend geographical influence. What globalisation does do, however, is undermine the relationship of human activity to natural geographies. Mumford emerges as an early critic of globalisation, arguing that the extension of markets and the perfection of production ‘are dead set against geographic realities’. The universalising imperatives of capitalism issue in standardised products and a standardised commercial culture. In boasting its ability to transcend geography, this ‘metropolitanism’ devalues the fundamental symbolic and ecological significance of regional particularities. ‘We have disregarded the fundamental basis of existence’ by treating ‘the land itself as if it were a vague shadow cast by growing cities’. Unlimited urbanisation is unsustainable in that it progressively erodes the bases of regional systems. The capacity of nature to withstand exploitation has limits. Overpopulation, too great a concentration of people, produces an imbalance between human activities and ‘regional [ecological] realities’. Too great a concentration of people in the metropolis means that natural necessities like food and water can be acquired and wastes disposed of only by the metropolis coming to encroach upon outlying areas. But this encroachment is merely a ‘technological dodge’ and no real solution to the problems of overscale. This dodge cannot indefinitely postpone the ‘inevitable dependence upon rainfall and catchment areas and forest reserves; sooner or later these conditions must bring all the plans for windy growth and illimitable land speculation down to earth’ (Mumford RAI 1927:278).

Mumford’s argument emphasises the impossibility of transcending nature and exposes the self-destructive imperatives at the heart of unlimited, one-dimensional, technological growth. The relation of human activity to the natural world has to be put on a harmonious basis. Mumford’s point is that contemporary unlimited, expansionary urbanisation is in exploitative and destructive relation to nature and cannot be sustained in the long run. The human engagement with nature needs to be placed on a more cooperative basis, a basis which recognises natural limits. Mumford is not advocating a return to pre-industrial society nor is he arguing for a static society. Rather, Mumford is calling for a balance between human activities and ‘regional realities’. Mumford’s argument entails a conception of regionalism which embraces the broad range of human activities and seeks to tap into the potential that ‘each region has [for attaining] a natural balance of population and resources and manufactures, as well as of vegetation and animal life’ (Mumford RAI 1927:283).

Mumford is not arguing that ecological regionalism is an extension of some teleological design operating in nature. He is arguing for the placing of the interaction of human activity with regional ecologies under a state of conscious balance. The social world must be brought into harmony with ecological regionalism. The ‘geographic realities’ of the natural world have to be acknowledged, with the interaction between humanity and nature expressing the power of ‘man as geographic agent’. Human beings, plants and animals interact with terrain, soil and climate to constitute an interdependent community of life. This involves something different from merely controlling the destructive aspects of human activity. Mumford’s position is much more positive in looking to human activity to creatively take part in the community of life. The region offers human beings a basis for bringing human activities into harmonious relation with nature, a functional relation in which actions and outcomes are connected. Human beings are not passively subject to a law of nature but are creative agents. The point, however, is that human beings are geographical agents reciprocally engaged with nature. There is a complex humanity-nature nexus which is not overcome even by the most technologically destructive or exploitative ‘conquest’ of nature.

Urban regions are, therefore, natural regions. Geographic influences are permanent and can never be overcome by the expansion of techniques. ‘Even in its most highly developed stages, the city is, among other things, an earth form. It is put together out of wood, stone, clay, asphaltum, glass. Its shape is conditioned by topography and the nature of the land; and the special requisites of the site’ (Mumford CC 1938:316).

The reciprocal engagement of human beings with nature defines the wider regional context as both ‘natural’ and ‘cultural’. This develops regional consciousness as a cultural elaboration of place, makes available a dialogue with nature, and creates a political context for reshaping the interaction of human activity with nature.

The metropolis stands at the apex in the destruction of nature as the city expands outwards into the surrounding countryside. Urban society embraces nature as a form of recreation, reducing nature to being a backdrop of metropolitan culture. 

This metropolitan world, then, is a world where flesh and blood is less real than paper and ink and celluloid. It is a world where the great masses of people, unable to have direct contact with more satisfying means of living, take life vicariously, as readers, spectators, passive observers: a world where people watch shadow-heroes and heroines in order to forget their own clumsiness or coldness in love, where they behold brutal men crushing out life in a strike riot, a wrestling ring or a military assault, while they lack the nerve even to resist the petty tyranny of their immediate boss: where they hysterically cheer the flag of their political state, and in their neighborhood, their trades union, their church, fail to perform the most elementary duties of citizenship.




Mumford criticises a super-mechanized world where individuals are reduced to being a passive mass lacking a proactive, productive orientation to their mode of living. Individuals take life vicariously, as spectators rather than participants, observers rather than creators.
Mumford was looking for a creative engagement with nature, one that was integral to human self-realisation.





Mumford’s target was not productivity as such but a one-sided emphasis upon productivity to the exclusion of everything else. Against such a technological culture, Mumford sought to set productivity within a greater end or purpose. To be truly meaningful, to be individually, socially and culturally creative, productive activity needs to be conceived as a means of living embedded in a wider comprehension of life. Mumford’s argument is moral and aesthetic rather than narrowly political. His critical focus is upon the self and the relation of the self to nature. As Mumford’s writing on utopia – the subject of the next chapter - makes clear.

2 MUMFORD’S CRITICAL UTOPIANISM

The Story Of Utopias

As Mumford pursued his interest in the city to deeper levels, the scope of his enquiry widened to embrace the region, machine culture, community and the human personality. Putting the outer world to rights led Mumford to the inner world. The problems in the external environment implied a distortion in the inner human being. Ultimately, Mumford’s concern is nothing less than the human condition in general. His approach, however, is highly contextualised rather than general, integrating community, personality and technology within the city, within life, within the nightmare scenario of the megamachine.

The aesthetic sensibility is central to Mumford’s planning for the reorientation of cities. At the heart of Mumford’s regional consciousness is the notion of landscape as a ‘cultural resource’. Central to Mumford’s objectives in integrating community, personality and technology is the unifying of culture and nature within a decentralised ecological regionalism. In the end, Mumford conceived a regionalism which could overcome the modern megamachine and the mechanisation of life. 

This project is connected with Mumford’s comprehension of utopian modes of thought. In The Story of Utopias (1922), Mumford distinguishes between ‘utopias of escape’ and ‘utopias of reconstruction’. Whilst both are idealised expressions of the values and technological possibilities of particular societies, and whilst neither can be realised, Mumford argues that there is a fundamental difference between these two utopias. Mumford presented utopias of reconstruction as offering a set of references which enable society to critically evaluate its values, institutions and technology. In this vein, Mumford defined a decentralised regionalism, using utopian values as means of measuring progress towards an ideal goal. Mumford made utopian values, as projections of an ideal society, motors of society. ‘Utopias of Reconstruction’ were practical and corresponded to real possibilities. Mumford took pains to ensure that his plans for regionalism were firmly grounded in real situations. However, such plans did not reduce to the immediate situation but projected possibilities beyond the given.





Mumford’s ideals were projections of real possibilities immanent in a given situation, his ‘utopia’ was the vision of the immanent society. But this also took imagination and intellect seriously.





Mumford also made reference to a third class of utopia, the ‘Utopia of Means’. This utopia focuses upon material perfection. Mumford gives the examples of Bacon and Campanella. His main focus, however, was upon the industrial age. For Mumford, the utopias of the nineteenth century, of the age of industrialism, are ‘Utopias of Means’. Some utopian visions, like those of Edward Bellamy, were blueprints of a hierarchical and authoritarian society, implying the systematisation of political and economic structures and the manipulative control of individuals. Such utopias resemble eternal megamachines, lacking either a past or a future. Insisting that an uncritical utopianism serves to reinforce the megamachine, Mumford is concerned to re-unite that which had been torn apart by the rise of the modern megamachine - fact and value, deed and dream.

In examining utopia from Plato to Bellamy, Mumford’s purpose is to identify alternative values with which to challenge industrial capitalism and the war state. Mumford’s ‘Story’ concerns the search for the good city beyond the utopias of ‘escape’ and ‘reconstruction’, beyond both backward looking arcadia and the repressive bureaucracies promising brave new world’s of the present industrial age. Mumford’s story leads from Plato’s Republic through late medieval artisanal democracy, Christianopolis to Campanella’s coercive ‘city in the sun’. Mumford moves from perversions of utopia to the dystopian realities of the Baroque or Imperial city, the industrial Coketown, Megalopolis, the organising heart of the modern state. Megalopolis houses the functionaries and bureaucrats who run the national utopia of the modern state, a utopia willed into existence as a pure abstraction: ‘Without regard to geography, topography, or regional surroundings’.


Mumford’s lifelong search for the good life and the good city begins, significantly, with Plato’s Republic, the philosophical ideal and rational utopia whose promise continues to haunt western civilisation. Mumford does not believe in utopia in the sense of a perfect society. He is concerned not with the abstract ideal of the perfect society but with the utility of utopia as a moral vision that can inspire efforts in the creation of a feasibly better society. Mumford’s view is that is that utopia, whether existing as blueprints of the perfect society or as actual communities, can change values and attitudes and hence change existing societies for the good.

Mumford sees the legitimate, realisable, utopian aspirations of society as being immanent in its unrealised ‘potentialities’ and in its past (SU New Preface 1962:7). Although he did not develop this insight, Mumford believed that each historical period had its own ‘realised utopia’ (FK 1975:75). This fit the schema of country house (escape), coketown (reconstruction) and megalopolis (means). The function of utopian schemes is to expose immanent historical potentialities and facilitate positive changes, suggest alternative arrangements and new directions to existing society. Mumford consistently argues that ‘life is better than utopia’ (FK 1975:353). Nevertheless, he insists that life can be improved by utopian schemes. ‘I have .. no private utopia .. but life has still too many potentialities to be encompassed by the projects of a single thinker’. Mumford thus describes his utopia as ‘actual life, here or anywhere, pushed to the limits of its ideal possibilities’ (SU 1962:6 7).

It is in this respect that Mumford expresses contempt for utopians like Arthur C Clarke and Buckminster Fuller, whom he describes as ‘that interminable tape recorder of salvation by technology’ (FK 1975:373). Both project technological solutions to non-technological problems in ignorance of human nature and history.

Prophecy is not futurology. The future is a space to be made, not predicted. Mumford is a prophet who affirms the human capacity to choose and to act, to shape the as yet unrealised future. The predictability of the future is a measure of technological, economic, institutional determinism, the very things that Mumford fought against. The future can be foretold only on the basis of determinism. Mumford is a true prophet, looking to shape the future by moral choice, not a futurologist projecting the future on the basis of existing trends.. As humanity attempt to deal with this most unpredictable era in human history, it helps to understand how Mumford as a master navigator took his bearings.

Mumford is a highly moral thinker. Whatever the problem he addresses, Mumford reduces the issue to moral purpose, to values. Mumford is concerned with the way of life and what this implies with respect to the human condition. Mumford’s ‘utopianism’ possesses a heuristic character which is concerned to articulate the values of an alternate society. This places the emphasis upon new values, feelings and relationships rather than upon institutions. Whilst this approach has great strengths, giving Mumford’s insights on The City in History and on the future prospects for the city a profound moral dimension, it also suffers from a crucial limitation. Mumford’s emphasis upon the transformation of values and inner conversion as a precondition of revolution led him to neglect the need to change institutions. Whereas Mumford maintained a false antithesis between values and institutions, there is a need to ensure the coincidence of institutional and moral transformation. Failure to ensure this coincidence led Mumford’s project of reform in an apolitical direction that failed to connect the moral ideal with the material and social forces and agencies for its realisation.
Perhaps this criticism is a little too harsh. Mumford may be evasive when it comes to political strategy. But he does offer a means of integrating inner and outer transformation. The Story of Utopias contains all the central themes of Mumford’s later work. The argument is premised upon the importance of the ‘idolum’. 

What makes human history such an uncertain and fascinating story is that man lived in two worlds—the world within and the world without—and the world within men's heads has undergone transformations which have disintegrated material things with the power and rapidity of radium. I shall take the liberty of calling this inner world our idolum (ido´-lum) or world of ideas. The word "ideas" is not used here precisely in the ordinary sense. I use it rather to stand for what the philosophers would call the subjective world, what the theologians would perhaps call the spiritual world; and I mean to include in it all the philosophies, fantasies, rationalizations, projections, images, and opinions in terms of which people pattern their behavior. This world of ideas, in the case of scientific truths, for example, sometimes has a rough correspondence with what people call the world; but it is important to note that it has contours of its own which are quite independent of the material environment.

Now the physical world is a definite, inescapable thing. Its limits are narrow and obvious. On occasion, if your impulse is sufficiently strong, you can leave the land for the sea, or go from a warm climate into a cool one; but you cannot cut yourself off from the physical environment without terminating your life. For good or ill, you must breathe air, eat food, drink water; and the penalties for refusing to meet these conditions are inexorable. Only a lunatic would refuse to recognize this physical environment; it is the substratum of our daily lives.

But if the physical environment is the earth, the world of ideas corresponds to the heavens. We sleep under the light of stars that have long since ceased to exist, and we pattern our behavior by ideas which have no reality as soon as we cease to credit them. Whilst it holds together this world of ideas—this idolum—is almost as sound, almost as real, almost as inescapable as the bricks of our houses or the asphalt beneath our feet. The "belief" that the world was fiat was once upon a time more important than the "fact" that it was round; and that belief kept the sailors of the medieval world from wandering out of sight of land as effectively as would a string of gunboats or floating mines. An idea is a solid fact, a theory is a solid fact, a superstition is a solid fact as long as people continue to regulate their actions in terms of the idea, theory, or superstition; and it is none the less solid because it is conveyed as an image or a breath of sound. 

This world of ideas serves many purposes. Two of them bear heavily upon our investigation of utopia. On one hand the pseudo-environment or idolum is a substitute for the external world; it is a sort of house of refuge to which we flee when our contacts with "hard facts" become too complicated to carry through or too rough to face. On the other hand, it is by means of the idolum that the facts of the everyday world are brought together and assorted and sifted, and a new sort of reality is projected back again upon the external world. One of these functions is escape or compensation; it seeks an immediate release from the difficulties or frustrations of our lot. The other attempts to provide a condition for our release in the future. The utopias that correspond to these two functions I shall call the utopias of escape and the utopias of reconstruction. The first leaves the external world the way it is; the second seeks to change it so that one may have intercourse with it on one's own terms. In one we build impossible castles in the air; in the other we consult a surveyor and an architect and a mason and proceed to build a house which meets our essential needs; as well as houses made of stone and mortar are capable of meeting them.

The idolum refers to the inner world of ideas and beliefs through which human beings negotiate and comprehend their experience of themselves and their external world. Mumford is certainly concerned with the good life for human beings as achieved through the unity of the internal and the external.





Mumford’s point is clear: the outer and the inner are integrated and each is to be examined with respect to the effects on the other. The inner realm of subjective or emotional truth can only be expressed, proven indeed, in the external realm. This explains Mumford’s claim that architecture is the truest measure of the value of a civilisation, but it comes with a reverse truth: that architecture can only be comprehended by reference to the inner purposes of a civilisation. The interplay between inner and outer realms underpinned Mumford’s organicist approach: ‘I find, consolingly, that my standards in architecture and literature are one, so that the good life that hovers in the background has, at all events, a unity of interior and exterior’ (Mumford in Spiller ed 1970:30).

Mumford applies the concept of the idolum to show the creative power of ideas in shaping the culture of times and places.

The industrial bearing of the Renascence ideal is of capital importance.

During the Middle Age the emphasis in industry was upon the production of tangible goods: the craft guilds set high standards in design and workmanship; and the aim of the worker, in most of the trades, was to get a living from his work, and not simply to get enough money to free himself from the necessity of working. This is a broad generalization, I need scarcely emphasize, and there is plenty of evidence of pecuniary interests under the best of conditions; but it seems fair to say that the dominant ideals of the older industrial order were industrial rather than commercial. In the trading ventures that the Country House promoted under its Drakes and Raleighs, ventures which were needed to bring them "Ships from the Perlas and Cannibal Islands," the emphasis shifted from workmanship to sale; and the notion of working and gambling to acquire multifarious goods took the place of that earlier ideal which Henry Adams so sympathetically described in Mt. St. Michel and Chartres. Thus the good life, as I have said elsewhere, was the Goods Life: it could be purchased. If the whole community no longer offered the conditions for this life, one might filch what one wanted from the general store, and try to monopolize for self or family all that was needed for a good life in the community.

What is the chief economic outcome of this ideal? The chief outcome, I think, is to exaggerate the demand for goods, and to cause an enormously wasteful duplication of the apparatus of consumption. If the limit to one's possessions should be simply the extent of one's purse; if happiness is to be acquired through obtaining the comforts and luxuries of life; if a man who possesses a single house is considered fortunate, and a man who possesses five houses five times as fortunate; if there are no standards of living other than the insatiable one that has been set up in the Country House—well, then there is really no limit to the business of getting and spending, and our lives become the mean handiwork of coachman, cook, and groom. Our Country House will not merely be a house: there will be a chapel, an art gallery, a theater, a gymnasium, as François Rabelais imagined. As the common possessions of the community dwindle, the private possessions of individuals are multiplied; and at last, there remains no other community than a multitude of anarchic individuals, each of whom is doing his best to create for himself a Country House, notwithstanding the fact that the net result of his endeavors—this is the drab tragedy and the final thing to be said against it—is perhaps nothing better than six inadequate rooms at the end of nowhere in a Philadelphia suburb.

The Country House, then, is the chief pattern by means of which the mediæval order was transformed into the modern order. It does not matter very much whether the Country House is an estate on Long Island or a cottage in Montclair; whether it is a house in Golder's Green or a family manor in Devonshire: these are essentially affairs of scale, and the underlying identity is plain enough. The idolum of the Country House prevails even when quarters are taken up in the midst of the metropolis. More than ever the Country House today tries to make up by an abundance of physical goods for all that has been lost through its divorce from the underlying community; more than ever it attempts to be self-sufficient within the limits of suburbia. The automobile, the phonograph, and the radiotelephone have only served to increase this self-sufficiency; and I need not show at length how these instrumentalities have deepened the elements of acquisitiveness and passive, uncreative, mechanical enjoyment.
The Country House's passionate demand for physical goods has given rise to another institution, Coketown; and it is the idolum of Coketown, the industrial age's contribution to the Country House, that we have now to consider.





Mumford writes optimistically that ‘the Coketown idolum has been disintegrating a little during the last two decades, under the influence of the garden cities movement’.

Mumford traces utopia in historical evolution, concluding The Story of Utopias by identifying the three key elements of utopia:

1.	The belief that the land and the values issuing from its development belong to all members of the community;
2.	The belief that work is a common endeavour undertaken equally by all members of the community;
3.	The belief that the human population is and ought to be controllable in number and quality.

The fundamental principle orienting utopia is that there is a need to establish and respect limits. Endless growth is irrational and has destructive consequences.
As Mumford draws the book to a close, he moves from the criticism of past utopias and existing cities to prescription. Mumford offers the regional survey as the means for entering the real world of human values. 

The aim of the Regional Survey is to take a geographic region and explore it in every aspect. It differs from the social survey with which we are acquainted in America in that it is not chiefly a survey of evils; it is, rather, a survey of the existing conditions in all their aspects; and it emphasizes to a much greater extent than the social survey the natural characteristics of the environment, as they are discovered by the geologist, the zoologist, the ecologist—in addition to the development of natural and human conditions in the historic past, as presented by the anthropologist, the archeologist, and the historian. In short, the regional survey attempts a local synthesis of all the specialist "knowledges."




The knowledge yielded by the Regional Survey is local and democratic, one that is produced by, available to and capable of being incorporated by real people organised and living in real communities and places. This is knowledge as lived, as a way of life. 

In looking at the community through the Regional Survey, the investigator is dealing with a real thing and not with an arbitrary idolum. In so far as the local community has certain elements in common with similar regions in other countries, or has absorbed elements from other civilizations, these things will be given their full value, instead of being disregarded because they weaken the identity of the local community with that precious myth, the National State. The greater part of the data that is thus brought to light may be plotted on a map, graphically presented in a chart, or photographed. In Saffron Walden, England, there is an admirable little museum devoted to such an exhibition of its region; and in the Outlook Tower, at Edinburgh, there used to be a library and an apparatus of exhibition by which one could begin at the point where one was standing and work outwards, in thought, to embrace the whole wide world. Knowledge that is presented in this fashion is available so that whoever runs may read; it has every feature, therefore, of popular science as it is purveyed in the cheap newspaper and magazine, whilst it remains real science and is not presented as something that verges from a miracle to a superstition.

This is knowledge as a lived experience, as a social and ecological idolum, not an arbitrary idolum abstracted from place and people.

The knowledge embodied in the Regional Survey has a coherence and pithiness which no isolated study of science can possibly possess. It is presented in such a form that it can be assimilated by every member of the community who has the rudiments of an education, and it thus differs from the isolated discipline which necessarily remains the heritage of the specialist. Above all, this knowledge is not that of "subjects," taken as so many water tight and unrelated compartments: it is a knowledge of a whole region, seen in all its aspects; so that the relations between the work aspect and the soil aspect, between the play aspect and the work aspect, become fairly simple and intelligible. This common tissue of definite, verifiable, localized knowledge is what all our partisan utopias and reconstruction programs have lacked; and lacking it, have been one-sided and ignorant and abstract—devising paper programs for the reconstruction of a paper world.





This is a call for a citizen science, the unification of expressed and tacit knowledge, and for a democratic technics. Mumford thus calls for a reorientation of science. 

The needed reorientation of science is important; but by itself it is not enough. Knowledge is a tool rather than a motor; and if we know the world without being able to react upon it, we are guilty of that aimless pragmatism which consists of devising all sorts of ingenious machines and being quite incapable of subordinating them to any coherent and attractive pattern.

The reorientation of science is a necessary but not sufficient condition of reconstruction. 





A ‘progress’ which is merely the endless expansion and perfection of means and accumulation of quantities is partial, one-sided, ultimately empty and devoid of purpose. Mumford refers here to the ‘aimless pragmatism’ of a technological society that has lost the ability to determine ends. In The City in History, Mumford condemned the ‘aimless dynamism’ of the modern technological society.





Mumford’s vision of ‘home, meeting place and factory; polity, culture and art’ combined in the region fused with MacKaye’s ‘visualisation’ of an indigenous landscape containing ‘hidden potentiality’.

The regional planning idea exists for the present in the negative state of criticism, criticism of the big city and of ‘city planning’. It is not yet sure enough of itself to offer anything positive: or, rather, we are not as a group united on a positive program; we are, in fact, still fumbling around for it.

Mumford to MacKaye 18 Dec 1924, MacKaye Papers

Mumford was concerned ‘to develop the art of regional planning, an art which will relate city and countryside in a new pattern from that which was the blind creation of the industrial and territorial planner’. Mumford’s immediate hopes were not high, seeing the task of reconstruction being entrusted to those private interests responsible for generating the urban problem in the first place.

The housing problem, the industries problem, the transportation problem, and the land problem cannot be solved one at a time by isolated experts thinking and acting in a civic vacuum. They are mutually interacting elements, and they can be effectively dealt with only by bearing constantly in mind the general situation from which they have been abstracted.

Mumford The Nation 1919 in Sussman PF 13

For Mumford, the region forms this general context within which to generate the solutions to these problems. Mumford’s discussion of utopian literature exhibits a deeper purpose in serving as a vehicle which enables him to adapt Geddes’s valley section to his own critical purposes. In The Story of Utopias, Mumford outlines a plan for the regional reconstruction of the nation. This plan is developed through interpretative lines leading out of the city and up the valley section via clustered communities leading up to the mountain wilderness. Wilderness at the one end and the metropolis at the other end of the valley section bound the region. As Mumford writes in his introduction to the discussion of Plato’s polis: 

Nowadays when we talk about a state we think of an expanse of territory, to begin with, so broad that we should in most cases be unable to see all its boundaries if we rose five miles above the ground on a clear day. Even if the country is a little one, like the Netherlands or Belgium, it is likely to have possessions that are thousands of miles away; and we think of these distant possessions and of the homeland as part and parcel of the state. There is scarcely any conceivable way in which a Dutchman in Rotterdam, let us say, possesses the Island of Java: he does not live on the island, he is not acquainted with the inhabitants, he does not share their ideas or customs. His interest in Java, if he have an interest at all, is an interest in sugar, coffee, taxes, or missions. His state is not a commonwealth in the sense that it is a common possession.
To the Greek of Plato's time, on the contrary, the commonwealth was something he actively shared with his fellow citizens. It was a definite parcel of land whose limits he could probably see from any convenient hilltop; and those who lived within those limits had common gods to worship, common theaters and gymnasia, and a multitude of common interests that could be satisfied only by their working together, playing together, thinking together. Plato could probably not have conceived of a community with civilized pretensions in which the population was distributed at the rate of ten per square mile; and if he visited such a territory he would surely have said that the people were barbarians—men whose way of living unfitted them for the graces and duties of citizenship.




Mumford proceeds to reveal his critical purpose: ‘It is a mountainous region, this Greece, and within a short distance from mountain top to sea there was compressed as many different kinds of agricultural and industrial life as one could single out in going down the Hudson Valley from the Adirondack mountains to New York Harbour. As the basis for his ideal city, whether Plato knew it or not, he had an ‘ideal’ section of land in his mind – what the geographer calls the ‘valley section’ (Mumford SU 1950:34).

The great civilizations of the world have been nourished in such valley sections. We think of the river Nile and Alexandria; the Tiber and Rome, the Seine and Paris; and so on. It is interesting that our first great utopia should have had an "ideal" section of territory as its base.




Whilst Mumford’s own ideal is the Garden City, he always sought to improve existing communities. In The Story of Utopias, Mumford argues that future utopias or existing societies can improve their local communities and reduce their parochialism by making use of the latest transportation and communication systems. Mumford addresses this argument to members of utopias:


If the inhabitants of our Eutopias will conduct their daily affairs in a possibly more limited environment than that of the great metropolitan centers, their mental environment will not be localized or nationalized. For the first time perhaps in the history of the planet our advance in science and invention has made it possible for every age and every community to contribute to the spiritual heritage of the local group; and the citizen of eutopia will not stultify himself by being, let us say, a hundred per cent Frenchman when Greece, China, England, Scandinavia and Russia can give sustenance to his spiritual life. Our eutopians will necessarily draw from this wider environment whatever can be assimilated by the local community; and they will thus add any elements that may be lacking in the natural situation.
The chief business of eutopians was summed up by Voltaire in the final injunction of Candide: Let us cultivate our garden. The aim of the real eutopian is the culture of his environment, most distinctly not the culture, and above all not the exploitation, of some other person's environment. Hence the size of our Eutopia may be big or little; it may begin in a single village; it may embrace a whole region. A little leaven will leaven the whole loaf; and if a genuine pattern for the eutopian life plants itself in any particular locality it may ramify over a whole continent as easily as Coketown duplicated itself throughout the Western World. The notion that no effective change can be brought about in society until millions of people have deliberated upon it and willed it is one of the rationalizations which are dear to the lazy and the ineffectual. Since the first step towards eutopia is the reconstruction of our idola, the foundations for eutopia can be laid, wherever we are, without further ado.

Mumford SU 1950:306 307

At the same time, Mumford is concerned to preserve local cultures in the midst of internal and external changes. Mumford identifies and laments the increasing homogeneity of cultures as a result of technological advances which make different cultures accessible. Technology, Mumford argues, is both problem and solution.
Mumford’s case for regionalism is not an abstract or intellectual one but is firmly based upon recognition of the natural facts of life. Consistently in his writings on regionalism, Mumford refuses to establish the precise boundaries and limits of the region, whether in terms of size or population. Mumford refuses to determine regional identity through an abstract imposition. Rather, Mumford emphasises the organic qualities which characterise regions and hold them together. Yet, even in his first book, Mumford fully endorses the ‘scientific’ approach of regional surveys as the practical means of realising a genuine regionalism.





Mumford argues that ‘it is time to bring our utopian idola and our everyday world into contact’, particularly so, given the fact that the idola that have so far served us are now ‘disintegrating so rapidly that our mental world will soon be as empty of useful furniture as a deserted house, while wholesale dilapidation and ruin threaten the institutions that once seemed permanent.’ The outlook for civilisation is ‘dismal’ unless we can weave a new pattern for our lives through a thoroughgoing reconstruction. 

Our choice is not between eutopia and the world as it is, but between eutopia and nothing—or rather, nothingness. Other civilizations have proved inimical to the good life and have failed and past away; and there is nothing but our own will-to-eutopia to prevent us from following them.

Even at this early stage, Mumford is concerned that inner and outer worlds are brought into connection. Utopia limited only to the external world of material quantity will not realise the good life. 

If this dissipation of Western Civilization is to cease, the first step in reconstruction is to make over our inner world, and to give our knowledge and our projections a new foundation. The problem of realizing the potential powers of the community—which is the fundamental problem of eutopian reconstruction—is not simply a matter of economics or eugenics or ethics as the various specialist thinkers and their political followers have emphasized. 

Francis Bacon sought the happiness of humankind chiefly in the application of science and industry. However, Mumford points out, ‘now it is plain that if this alone were sufficient, we could all live in heaven tomorrow.’ In contrast to Bacon, Thomas More looked to social reform and religious ethics to transform society. But it is equally plain, Mumford comments, ‘that if the souls of men could be transformed without altering their material and institutional activities, Christianity, Mohammedanism, and Buddhism might have created an earthly paradise almost any time this last two thousand years.’ The truth is that the solutions of Bacon and More are partial. Rather than ethics and science, idealism and materialism continuing to function in separate compartments, "the happiness of man on earth" depends upon their combination. (Mumford SU 269). 
As against the ‘fake utopias’ of Coketown, the Country House, the National State, ‘and all the other partial and inadequate myths to which we have given allegiance’, Mumford demands that we build genuine eutopias. To this end, ‘we must examine anew the idola which will assist us in reconstituting our environment. So we are forced to consider the place of science and art in our social life, and to discuss what must be done in order to make them bear more concretely upon "the improvement of man's estate."’ (Mumford SU 269).
Mumford demands that re-unification of the world of knowledge and the world of dreams, recalling the days when the artist and the scientist, for all practical purposes, saw the "outside world" through the same kind of spectacles. Mumford notes that what is called "science" today ‘was in its primitive state part and parcel of that common stock of knowledge and belief which makes up a community's literature. Mumford dates science’s departure from this main body of literature from the death of Plato and the institution of Aristotle's collections in natural history. ‘From that point onwards the separate sciences, increasingly isolate themselves from the general body of knowledge, and utilize methods which had been unknown to the earlier philosophers and sages; so that by the time the twentieth century dawns the process of differentiation has been completed, and philosophy, once the compendium of the sciences, has disappeared except as a sort of impalpable, viscous residue.’ (Mumford SU 270).

With this separation comes the separation of means and ends, facts and values, object and subject, materialism and idealism, science and religion. Mumford is seeking to put fact and value back together again. The pathos of science is that the more it comes to understand and explain the world, the more it strips the world of moral meaning. Science shorn of ends issues in nihilism.





This is not a call for scientific means to displace ends but for science to seriously address the world of value and recognise the legitimacy of the moral dimension of the human world. Science has remained silent on ends, leaving the terrain vulnerable to its colonisation by coercive and exploitative power.
Mumford notes the extent to which the social and human sciences have been distrusted by the devotees of physical science. The human world is much more difficult than the physical world, meaning that the methods of science are either inappropriate or inadequate to the task. ‘The nearer the investigator gets to man, the more easily he is overwhelmed with the complexity of his subject; and the more tempted he is to adopt the swift and easy partisan methods of the novelist, the poet, the prophet. The mere concealment of this act of seduction under the rough, grey cover of scientific jargon means frequently that the social scientist has added to the offense of not being a good scientist by not even being a good literary man.’

Hence there is a great gap between the more external part of the world which has been affected by science, and that part, nearer to man and man's institutions, which has yet for the greater part to be conquered. 

This disparity between the internal and external worlds explains the paradox that whilst the physical equipment of New York compares with that of fourth century Athens, the life of individuals in the modern city is ‘more disordered and futile and incomplete than the author of the Republic found it.’ Mumford draws the moral:





Mumford notes the downside of a science restricted to facts and means and left to cultivate its field for its own sake, without any regard for the fruits. As a world in itself, self-sufficient, there is no need for science to make contact with ‘the real world in which we fight and love and earn our daily bread. In its own world, science is no better and no worse than theosophy or astrology or fables about deity.’
Whilst this ‘divorce of science from the daily life of the community’ fosters a whole-hearted cultivation of science for its own values, ‘it tends to lose sight of realities without which its values are meaningless.’ (SU 275). Science, divorced from every day realities, ceases to have any social relevance. ‘When the sciences remain disparate and unrelated one to the other, they tend to pass over from a public world to the private world of the specialist; and the knowledge which obtains in that world can with difficulty be brought out again to irrigate the common life of the community; or if it is brought out, as bacteriology is brought out in relation to the treatment of disease, it is divorced from a consideration of the total situation in a way that makes so many specialist advances in medicine, for example, the stamping ground for the fanatic.’ (SU 275).
Mumford demands the integration of science within the everyday life world of the community, the ‘real world’ in which human beings live their lives. Continued detachment becomes increasingly dangerous, the more powerful science becomes. This loss of contact, Mumford argues, is ‘highly dangerous’, since ‘it lessens the effect of scientific discipline upon daily affairs quite as much as a cloistered religion, by erecting impossible sanctions, opens the way for much unalloyed slackness and baseness, and by demanding that Pistol and Falstaff live like Christ prevents these biological rapscallions from achieving so much as the level of Robin Hood. The upshot of this dissociation of science and social life is that superstition takes the place of science among the common run of men, as a more easily apprehended version of reality.’





Fact and value need to be re-united at the level of the real life world of the community. This is a call for the correspondence of means and ends to enable the good life.





This divorce of science from ethics, entailing the inversion of means and ends, the displacement of ends set by human beings by technical imperatives, is a dehumanisation. How to ensure that the world of values prevails over the world of facts, so that ends continue to organise and guide means, would remain Mumford’s central question for the rest of his career. In the conclusion to The Story of Utopias, Mumford demands that scientific truths be checked and ordered by ends so as to realise the good life in the community.







Mumford argues that if the sciences are to be cultivated anew with respect for a definite hierarchy of human values, ‘the sciences must be focussed again upon particular local communities, and the problems which they offer for solution.’ 





Whilst the idolum of scientific thought is the product of no single place or people or time, science must he related to the definite local community, limited in time and in space, in which its researches and its speculations will be realized and applied. Mumford demands extensive surveys of existing conditions, in social psychology, in anthropology, in economics, to yield new facts and improve control over the community's development. Mumford thus demands ‘the humanisation of science’.





Mumford sees the seeds of this humanisation of science in the "Regional Survey," originating in Patrick Geddes’ Outlook Tower in Edinburgh, described as the "world's first sociological laboratory."





The Regional Survey identifies the community as a real thing rather than an arbitrary idolum. As against some abstract national myth, the Survey accents particularism in relation to universalism. ‘In so far as the local community has certain elements in common with similar regions in other countries, or has absorbed elements from other civilizations, these things will be given their full value, instead of being disregarded because they weaken the identity of the local community with that precious myth, the National State.’


The Regional Survey embodies and expresses knowledge in a way that can be assimilated by every member of the community, in contrast to those isolated disciplines which necessarily remains the heritage of the specialist. Mumford here emerges as an early advocate of what is now called ‘citizen science’. 

Above all, this knowledge is not that of "subjects," taken as so many water tight and unrelated compartments: it is a knowledge of a whole region, seen in all its aspects; so that the relations between the work aspect and the soil aspect, between the play aspect and the work aspect, become fairly simple and intelligible. This common tissue of definite, verifiable, localized knowledge is what all our partisan utopias and reconstruction programs have lacked; and lacking it, have been one-sided and ignorant and abstract—devising paper programs for the reconstruction of a paper world.





Although Mumford started to make the case for decentralisation only in his later work, this principle is already apparent in the case for regionalism made in The Story of Utopias. This regionalism presupposes  a degree of geographical dispersion whilst the emphasis upon ‘localised knowledge’ also subverts centralisation within the nation state.

At this point, Mumford’s utopianism feeds into his regionalism, both implying social reconstruction leading to the good life. For Mumford, past plans for a new social order ‘have been as dull as mud’ because they have been ‘abstract’ and have failed to take into account ‘the immense diversity and complexity of man's environment’. Further, these plans ‘have not created any vivid patterns that would move men to great things.’ Mumford thus points to the need for plans to be grounded in local and regional realities, practices and cultures and to be given visionary shape by ethics and arts. The good life begs an overarching ethic of the common good. But this common good in turn needs to be grounded in the soil and culture of people and place. 





As Mumford argued, castles in the air need to be built on solid ground. However, ideas, as much as place, possess a reality. Mumford notes that the utopians projecting the pattern of the ideal community were on ‘solid ground’.

When we have projected the pattern of an ideal community and tend to warp our conduct in conformity with that pattern, we overcome the momentum of actual institutions. In feeling free to project new patterns, in holding that human beings can will a change in their institutions and habits of life, the utopians were, I believe, on solid ground; and the utopian philosophies were a great improvement over the more nebulous religious and ethical systems of the past in that they saw the necessity for giving their ideals form and life. In fact, it has been in the pictures of ideal commonwealths such as Plato's that the "ideal" and the "actual" have met.

Human beings map their world with ideas. This is why Mumford is concerned to emphasise that behind the external reality of technique and law and economics lies the idola. We need a new idola, a common idola, that embodies the good life in the region. 

In advocating regionalism as the key to the new social order, Mumford rejects a series of collectivist and collectivising myths, particularly the nation state.





Mumford is demanding the creation of a genuine universal, not a substitute or false universal expressed by a social myth. In 1922, at the beginning of the era of totalitarian ideologies, Fascism, Nazism and Communism, Mumford notes how the 1914-18 has served to reinforce these great abstract myths centred on the state. 





Mumford notes that human beings seem always to put aside old myths only to create new ones. ‘In turning away from obsolete and disastrous social myths I do not suggest that we give up the habit of making myths; for that habit, for good or bad, seems to be ingrained in the human psyche. The nearest we can get to rationality is not to efface our myths but to attempt to infuse them with right reason, and to alter them or exchange them for other myths when they appear to work badly.’ 

This, for Mumford, shows the true value of utopia.

Here is where we reap the full benefit of the great utopian tradition. In turning away from the social myths that hamper us, we do not jump blindly into a blankness: we rather ally ourselves with a different order of social myth which has always been vivified and enriched by the arts and sciences.

The idolum of eutopia which we may seek to project in this or that region is not a carte blanche which any one may fill in at his will and caprice; certain lines have already been fixed; certain spaces have already been filled. There is a consensus among all utopian writers, to begin with, that the land and natural resources belong undividedly to the community; and even when it is worked by separate people or associations, as in Utopia and Freeland the increment of the land—the economic rent—belongs to the community as a whole.

And this is the utopia that Mumford pursued throughout his writings. Mumford’s utopia of reconstruction, connecting the particular and the universal seamlessly, is embodied in the region. 





Mumford points out that with respect to the extent and character of territory, the planet is not as smooth as a billiard ball. The ‘limits of any genuine community rest within fairly ascertainable geographic regions in which a certain complex of soil, climate, industry, institutional life and historic heritage has prevailed.’





The inhabitants of these eutopias will have a ‘familiarity with their local environment and its resources’ and a ‘sense of historic continuity’ which has been completely lost by those who dwell within the ‘paper world’ – and now the electronic world - of Megalopolis, those who touch their environment principally through printed and electronic communication. Mumford envisages a more direct utilization of local resources than has hitherto seemed profitable. Mumford identifies being, as be-ing, with place.





In 1922, Mumford anticipated the extent to which new technologies enabled the emergence of a global consciousness. A regional identity is perfectly capable of mediating between the local and the global, the particular and the universal.





Mumford thus interprets Voltaire’s injunction in Candide ‘Let us cultivate our garden’ in an expansive rather than a narrow sense. 





The reconstruction of our world is also the reconstruction of our idola. Mumford’s regionalism does not imply a narrow and conservative collapse into the status world, the already given world, but projects future possibilities as materially immanent and ethically desirable realities.





In posing the question ‘What is Regionalism?’, Mumford searched in the past. He wrote history with a concern to escape the ‘spiritual chaos of the present (FK 1975:161). Mumford’s recovery of history came first hand through actual physical contact. Lecturing in Geneva in 1925, Mumford investigated the streets of the old city. ‘Age hangs over the stones, the smells are unaltered since the fifteenth century; there are sudden open spaces with trees and fountains; and at the end of the dank passageways, the blackness heaves abruptly against a garden’ (Mumford Notes on Geneva, FK 1975:96). Mumford had long since learned how to appropriate a city by walking through it. This was a lesson that he had learned from Geddes. What he was now obtaining was a felt sense of the past city and its uses, a useable past. Mumford sought to discover in the past ‘a vision to live by again’ (FK 1975:198/9).

The possibility of this useable past was the purpose which lay behind Mumford’s next books: Sticks and Stones: A Study of American Architecture and Civilisation (1924) and The Golden Day (1925). Sticks and Stones is an architectural history which charts the fall of the medieval world and the rise of the modern world through an analysis of the implications of these developments with respect to American buildings.

3 RECONNECTING PLACE
Sticks And Stones And The Golden Day

Perhaps the most flawed argument in The Story of Utopias concerns the way that Mumford traces the split between fact and value to Aristotle. This split is actually the result of the modern revolution in philosophy which overthrew Aristotelian essentialism and natural law (Strauss 1953 1989). Politics, science and morality all became autonomous realms independent of each other only in the modern world.

It is this process of autonomisation that puts a contradiction at the heart of technological advance, as Mumford argues in Sticks and Stones:





Mumford is referring here to the inversion of means and ends, a theme which was central to the alienation thesis of Marx and the rationalisation thesis of Weber. Like Marx and Weber, Mumford’s critical and moral focus is upon the processes by which creative human agency is transformed into human enslavement, means becoming enlarged and displacing the ends. The final stage of this inversion is reached with the emergence of the megamachine as the reified power system. This culmination of bureaucratic rationalisation is the ultimate self-alienation of human social power. Mumford emphasises the way that human beings have become slaves of their own creations. The machines have ceased to be means to human ends but have become ends in themselves. Human beings find themselves compelled to act according to imperatives, priorities and rules dictated by the machine system. This conception of inversion as entailing the domination of the machine system shapes Mumford’s subsequent thought.

In Sticks and Stones, Mumford states the modern predicament.

Unfortunately for our comfort and peace of mind, any real change in our civilization depends upon much more complicated, and much more drastic measures than the old-fashioned reformer, who sought to work a change of heart or to alter the distribution of income, ever recognized; and it will do little good to talk about a "coming renaissance" unless we have a dim idea of the sort of creature that is to be born again. Our difficulty, it seems to me, is due to the fact that the human sciences have lagged behind the physical ones; and up to the present time our good intentions have been frustrated for the lack of the necessary instruments of analysis. It may be helpful and amusing, however, to see what we can do in this department with the instruments that are already at hand.
In every community, as Frederic Le Play first pointed out, there are three elements: the place, the work, and the people; the sociologist's equivalent of environment, function, and organism. Out of the interaction of the folk and their place, through the work, the simple life of the community develops. At the same time, each of these elements carries with it its specific spiritual heritage. The people have their customs and manners and morals and laws; or as we might say more briefly, their institu​tions; the work has its technology, its craft-experience, from the simple lore of peasant and breeder to the complicated formulae of the modern chemists and metallurgists; while the deeper perception of the "place," through the analysis of the falling stone, the rising sun, the running water, the decomposing vegetation, and the living animal gives rise to the tradition of "learning" and science.
With this simple outline in mind, the process that created our present mechanical civilization becomes a little more plain; and we can appreciate, perhaps, the difficulties that stand in the way of any swift and easy transformation.
Thus our present order was due to a mingled change in every aspect of the community: morally, it was protestantism; legally, the rise of representative government; socially, the introduction of "democracy"; in custom, the general breakdown of the family unit; industrially, it meant the collapse of the guilds and the growth of the factory-system; scientifically, the spread of physical science, and the increased knowledge of the terrestrial globe— and so on.




Mumford notes the identification of progress with growth as the accumulation of material quantity.





Mumford calls for urban expansion to be kept within the natural boundaries of human scale and proportion.





In coming to the question of what constitutes a city, Mumford emphasises the importance of quality over quantity.





Mumford refers to ‘the various devices by which our practice of endless growth and unlimited increment may be limited.’ However, Mumford’s solution to the problem to the modern pathos of means and ends rests upon the need to achieve inner transformation as a condition of achieving outer transformation. 

Once the necessary conversion in faith and morals has taken place, the other things will come easily: for example, the social appropriation of unearned land-increments, and the exercise of the town-planner's art to limit the tendency of a community to straggle beyond its boundaries.




The central theme of the book is the idea that ‘life flourishes only in [the] alternating rhythm of dream and deed’. Progress only occurs through continuous attempts to make the ideal real.


Mumford located his argument within the wider environment of the city, the entity which establishes the context and the limits for values and their transformation. The city represents the place where the inner and the outer are most integral to each other. The city has been constructed out of inner and outer experiences and inhibits or enhances human interaction according to its design and structure.

Viewing architecture as a ‘home for man’, Mumford’s architectural criticism is infused with a moral concern. Urban planning and architecture possess moral as well as aesthetic implications concerning the good life for all individuals as citizens, not just the privileged few. In this respect, Mumford’s criticism of architecture and design was concerned with creating the physical environment for the moral unity between the freedom of each and the freedom of all. The good life is concerned with a universal humanity. Sticks and Stones opens with quotes which state Mumford’s consistent view: 

Architecture, properly understood, is civilization itself. (W. R. LETHABY)
What is civilization? It is the humanization of man in society. (MATTHEW ARNOLD)

Architecture and civilisation are integral to each other. To build is to be.

In Sticks and Stones, Mumford shows how architecture and civilization develop hand in hand: ‘the characteristic buildings of each period are the memorials to their dearest institutions.’
The essential structure of the community—the home, meeting-place, the work-place—remains; but the covering changes and passes, like the civilization itself, when new materials, new methods of work, new ideas and habits and ways of feeling, come into their own.

If this interpretation of the role of architecture is just, there is little use in discussing the needs and promises of architecture without relating the shell itself to the informing changes that may or may not take place in the life of the community itself. To fancy that any widespread improvement of architecture lies principally with the architects is an esthetic delusion: in a barren soil the most fertile geniuses are cut off from their full growth. We have not lacked architects of boldness and originality, from Latrobe to Louis H. Sullivan: nor have we lacked men of great ability, from Thomas Jefferson to Bertram Goodhue; nor yet have we lacked men who stood outside the currents of their time and kept their own position, from Richardson to Dr. Cram. With all these capacities at our disposal, our finest efforts in building remain chaotic and undisciplined and dispersed— the reflection of our accumulated civilization.

Mumford SS 1955:8 9

Buildings are a built, physical record in bricks of a community’s life and character, its spirit, history and evolution. ‘Each generation writes its biography in the buildings it creates’ (Mumford ‘The Modern City’ in Talbot Hamlin ed 1952:802). Historians need to look further than the written record to the shape and style of buildings and cities to understand the underlying spirit of a life of the community. Further, in contrast in Ruskin, Mumford did not simply mean the grandest building and most elaborate pieces of architecture, but the everyday, mundane structures of the world as a living environment and experience. Houses, streets, factories, bridges and a whole host of commonplace structures all express the purposes and aspirations of ‘ordinary’ folk. Mumford restored the status and dignity of the everyday human habitus as a lived experience.

We all live in houses, buy in stores, do work in factories, or offices, or schools, or barns, and dwell in the midst of open landscapes or in the cities. Let us appreciate what is good and bad, interesting or dull, in our immediate environment; and if we do this keenly we shall heighten our feeling for the great epics and dramas and symphonies in stone, when we finally come to them.

Mumford Architecture: Reading with a Purpose, no 23 1926:1/18

Mumford rejected Ruskin’s elevation of architecture over building as based upon a false antithesis. Architecture is itself good building, creating form in civilisation by giving every building the imprint of excellence. Mumford thus revalues the beauty and worth of vernacular forms.

Mumford’s concern to synthesize feeling and function in an organic architecture was also expressed in the architecture of Frank Lloyd Wright. Design is not to be imposed upon a building but is to grow organically out of the natural environment. Wright sought to produce an architecture which was expressive of his own country and his own people (in Pfeiffer ed Letter to Architects 145; Sullivan 1947:30).

For Mumford, Wright’s early architecture expresses ‘a sense of place and a rich feeling for materials’ (BD-D 1955:76). These were qualities which Mumford valued in good building. Wright put an emphasis upon using regional materials – stone, brick, wood drawn from the surrounding environment. And it involved experimenting with a rich range of regional forms.

Like Wright, Mumford rejected the imposition of a single style in favour of a variety of styles fitting the particular features of a region and the diverse needs of the individuals living in the region. For Mumford, Wright’s architecture embodied balance, variety and insurgency. The problem is that Wright sought to solve the problem of housing in an individual rather than a collective sense. Most people simply could not afford such individual solutions. The challenge is to transform the individual achievement into a community design that meets the housing needs of all.


For Mumford, buildings are a part of a human complex which exhibits a larger urban design. Streets, courts, parks, gardens and other buildings are the context in which a building is set. Not isolated buildings but their grouping makes streets and neighbourhoods liveable. Mumford thus introduced an awareness of environment into architectural criticism, ensuring that design comes to be incorporated into collective projects that restore scale to the city (Mumford ‘Our Modern Style’ 1924:27).

But the real problem was not one of design or architecture but of morality and psychology. Architecture and design were the external expression of the character of wider society. Mumford’s call for a new, organic, architecture, then, is a call for a new moral order in society. Good architecture calls for a profound reorientation of morality within society. To be more than a slick phrase, the Garden City needs to be invested with real content and power. And this requires a ‘thorough reorientation in our economic and social life’.

Until our communities are ready to undertake the sort of community planning that leads to garden-cities, it will be empty eloquence to talk about the future of American architecture. Sheltered as an enjoyment for the prosperous minority, or used as a skysign for the advertisement of business, architecture will still await its full opportunity for creative achievement.

Whilst Mumford detects ‘signs of promise’, he notes limitations. 





Thus, in joining the Regional Planning Association of America, Mumford sought to promote the ideals and aspirations of the Garden City movement, seeking to give the concept content and power.

Mumford possessed a trained urban eye. He developed his observational skills to such an extent that he would treat buildings not as isolated entities but as part of the entire physical and living landscape of the city. A good building fits in rather than stands out.

Mumford’s architectural writings displayed an architectural sensibility. Yet Mumford’s concern with architecture was motivated by a concern to build ‘a home for man’. It was the housing problem that first caught Mumford’s attention. ‘All along the east side’, he wrote after having surveyed the city of New York, ‘there was not a block after leaving Madison Avenue that was not dingy, grimy .. dull [and] hopeless’ (RN Jan 1916; August 21 1916). The ‘sense of all the human qualities that were missing’ – space, sunlight, fresh air – taught Mumford ‘by contrast, what to demand in every work of humane architecture’ (Mumford ‘Architecture as a home for man’ 1968:113). 

Crowding had social benefits in increasing contact and interaction and in generating a spirited street life. Mumford saw his task as creating and maintaining spaces for spontaneous meeting without the inhumane conditions he had experienced in some parts of New York. Mumford would always be looking for the heart and soul of urban living as an ‘abundant, vigorous associative life’. This life is to be found in the streets, in the cultural centres, churches, the markets, in the interaction and conversation of city dwellers, in the whole spectacle. The historical example of classical Athens proved to him the possibility that the ideal could exist in the real. In planning for a garden city, ‘this habit of life should be provided for: the model should be the Greek agora’. Mumford called for a ‘refreshment place, and many protected stalls, and much elbow room for gesticulation’ (RN 1916).

Mumford’s strictures did not just apply to the poorer districts of New York. For the fashionable rich of Park and Fifth Avenues ‘allow themselves to be herded in lofty tenements’. Mumford refers to these places as ‘superslums’ ‘whose sole outlook is upon the walls of – another lofty tenement’ (RN August 21 1916).

Both Sticks and Stones and The Golden Day have their centre of gravity in the early New England town, functioning as a countervailing force resisting the pull of the frontier and the depredations of the pioneer. ‘In the villages of the new world there flickered up the last dying ember of the medieval order’ (Mumford SS 1955:14). The seabord towns of New England embody the survival of utopia, nucleating rather than mushrooming, retaining their particular identity and institutions into the nineteenth century through a form of ‘Yankee communism’. 

Mumford traces the origins of this Yankee communism back to Plato’s principles of social justice.

The Puritans knew and applied a principle that Plato had long ago pointed out in the Republic, namely, that an intelligent and socialized community will continue to grow only as long as it can remain a unit and keep up its common institutions. Beyond that point growth must cease, or the community will disintegrate and cease to be an organic thing. Economically, this method of community-development kept land values at a properly low level, and prevented the engrossing of land for the sake of a speculative rise. The advantage of the Puritan method of settlement comes out plainly when one contrasts it with the trader's paradise of Manhattan; for by the middle of the seventeenth century all the land on Manhattan Island was privately owned, although only a small part of it was cultivated, and so eagerly had the teeth of monopoly bitten into this fine morsel that there was already a housing shortage.
One more point of resemblance: all the inhabitants of an early New England village were co-partners in a corporation; they admitted into the community only as many members as they could assimilate. This co-partnership was based upon a common sense as to the purpose of the community, and upon a roughly equal division of the land into individual plots taken in freehold, and a share of the common fields, of which there might be half a dozen or more.
There were various local differences in the apportionment of the land. In many cases, the minister and deacons had a larger share than the rest of the community; but in Charlestown, for example, the poorest had six or seven acres of meadow and twenty-five or thereabouts of upland; and this would hold pretty well throughout the settlements. Not merely was membership in the community guarded: the right of occupying and transferring the land was also restricted, and again and again, in the face of the General Assembly, the little villages made provisions to keep the land from changing hands without the consent of the corporation; "it being our real intent," as the burghers of Watertown put it, to "sitt down there close together."
These regulations had a positive side as well; for in some cases the towns helped the poorer members of the corporation to build houses, and as a new member was voted into the community, lots were assigned immediately, without further ado. A friend of mine has called this system "Yankee communism," and I cheerfully bring the institution to the attention of those who do not realize upon what subversive principles Americanism, historically, rests.

Mumford SS 1955: 4 5

The rough equality and shared spiritual purpose of the New England inhabitants could be seen in the built environment, in the towns and in the houses and meetinghouses which expressed the ‘dynamic qualities of medieval architecture’ (Mumford SS 1955:28).

Mumford illuminating discussion of the New England township in The City in History (1961: 331-33) highlights a number of themes which recur throughout Mumford’s writings. Mumford treats the township form not only as a thing of the past but as an historically rooted ideal whose values are of universal significance. Mumford particularly highlights the unity of town and country and democracy as an active conception proceeding via town meetings. Mumford’s historical reflections on New England seek to demonstrate the workability of the township ideal as a matter of historical record, not merely of theoretical speculation. The ideal is no utopian fancy that could never be realised. If human beings made the ideal work once, they can do so again. History offers proof of the range of human possibility.

Mumford presents early nineteenth century New England and the New York of his youth as historical examples of the balanced and integrated culture which he identified as the objective of regional planning. Mumford argues that the first couple of hundred years of development on the east coast was characterised by resources being used ‘with thrift and intelligence’ while ‘industries and communities were in a state of balance’ (Mumford CC 1970:346). Mumford’s purpose is not backward looking, engaging in the futile project of attempting to revive a lost past. In his arguments for regionalism, Mumford consistently looks forward rather than backwards.

The problem for the regional planner and administrator is to effect a similar type of economic balance in terms of the more com​plicated modern industries, more lengthy production-chains, and more varied consumptive needs of today; for the self-sufficient life of a cruder agricultural regime is no longer possible, except in terms of gross cultural indigence. Certain Southern agrarians may fondly dream of such a life; but the more honest of them will also arbitrarily limit culture to the purely literary interests and language-skills of the ante-bellum regime: a pious renunciation of the modern heritage. In other words, they accept cultural impoverishment.
But in order to make economic planning possible, the field of planning cannot be confined to industries and services alone. No survey, however exact in all its preliminary methods, can arrive at sound results so long as the most important variables lie outside the province of the particular industry for which a production plan is made. Energy flow, production flow, goods flow must be directed finally into channels of human use. This means that at some point there must be a means of determining, for a given region and period, the norm of consumption in terms of food, clothing, shelter, recreation, education, and culture. The standards set for production must not only include private consumption but public works—houses and highways, parks and gardens, cities and civic institutes and all the interconnecting tissue that finally compose an organic region. Only when the whole has been plotted out can the individual function be directed with efficiency. Lacking such plans, there is a constant hiatus between productive energies and human fulfilments: the wheel turns rapidly, but the squirrel remains within his cage. (Mumford 1938:347). 

Mumford’s ‘community’ is an ecological concept, defined in terms of functional interdependence and the achievement of subjectivities which facilitate mutual relations within and between the social and natural worlds. Mumford finds historical precedent for the community he favours in early New England, where resources had been intelligently used to sustain a community through a balance between industry and agriculture. Mumford envisaged industrial cities characterised by congestion being transformed into natural regions through neotechnics, particularly electric power, the automobile, the radio and the telephone. These regions were composed of balanced and dispersed communities. Mumford thus seeks to reconstruct New England in order to overcome the alienation of culture from nature, joining elements of culture and nature. This reciprocal relation implies regional democracy (Clastres argues for a typology of societies according to whether power is ‘coercive’ or ‘non-coercive’ 1989:7-26).

Mumford was concerned that the regional city be set within an ecological regionalism. Mumford recalled the New York of his youth. ‘Visually, my domestic memories are mostly bleak and sniffy, and I hate to think how depressing the total effect would have been had not Central Park and Riverside Drive always been there to gladden my eyes and beckon my legs to a ramble’.

In the 1880’s and the 1890’s, New York had the character of a walking city accessible through wide tree-lined avenues leading the pedestrian downtown. It was a city which was scaled to human dimensions. The railroad bridge over Hellgate spanned the East River whilst Saint John’s Cathedral approached medium magnificence next to Colombia. The ‘colorful, still selective, middle class world’ of uptown would disappear by 1920. Consumerism would shortly prevent New Yorkers from registering a ‘variety of little changes, little differences’. But in the years of Mumford’s youth, goats could still be found on pastures beyond 180th street whilst trolleys carried people from tenements to wide meadows and farms en route to Belmont Park and Sheepshead Bay. This was the city as an integrated regional and ecological complex. Although the New York of Mumford’s youth would soon be lost through commercial expansion, it left a permanent impression on Mumford. Most of all, Mumford learned that the ultimate meaning of the city was education. The city exists as a self-directed educative process of absorption and reflection. ‘We must conceive of the city not primarily as a place of business or government but as an essential organ for expressing and actualising a new personality’ (Mumford quoted by Fischer 1968).

Mumford valued New England above all as a place grounded in its geographic environment. In contrast, modern towns and cities are organised in abstract fashion according to geometric gridiron pattern. Further, a genuine sense of place grounded in topos fosters community, based on civic mindedness and social cohesion. 
Thus the legacy of New England was a valuable one with important lessons for the present. The sense of place and the sense of community which characterised New England are precisely what modern civilisation lacks. The lesson which Mumford drew from New England was that there is a need to achieve and maintain a productive, equitable and balanced relationship between urban and natural environments. And there is a need to develop a communal identity by maintaining social relationships on the basis of mutual respect and dignity.
To realise the harmony of the New England town requires that space be turned into place. This realises a subjectivity located in the geographical relationships of place. This forms the central theme of Sticks and Stones, a book concerned with the ‘study of American architecture and civilisation’. In this book, Mumford sought to ‘relate individual structures to their urban site or their setting in the rural landscape’ (Mumford SS 1955:ix), conceiving architecture as the relation between space and design, nature and culture.
Mumford identified this as the greatest achievement in Sticks and Stones:





New England offered Mumford an historical example of the socio-cultural political life which fostered civic mindedness through a participatory mode of regionalist democracy. The ethic of community that forms the underlying theme of Mumford’s work derives from his awareness of the importance of place and from his concern to achieve an organic relation between culture and nature. Mumford’s holistic approach embraces both humanity and nature, the built and natural environments, in a complex, interactive nexus. Mumford adhered to the ecological principle of interdependence, affirming the interconnection of all things, within and between species. And he affirmed the connection between social ecology and natural ecology. The mutualist social relations upon which the sense of community rests expresses the interdependence of humanity and nature. Mumford followed the political implications of ecological regionalism through to regionalised democracy.
In his work on The City in History, Mumford expressed a preference for the medieval city. Not surprisingly, then, Mumford had a high regard for the towns of New England for fostering a genuine sense of place, stressing the medieval origins of these towns. With their holistic conception of setting and design, architecture and town planning, the builders of the New England town built according to an organic principle.
 
Mumford valued early nineteenth century New England for its harmonious integration of the inner world and the outer world, of human ideals and built environment. New England exhibited a balanced, organic culture which needed to be recovered in the modern world. Mumford paints a very vivid picture, taking the reader on a tour of the John Ward House (1684) in Salem. The design gives one ‘the feeling not of formal abstract design but of growth: the house has developed as the family within it has prospered.. There have been additions: by a lean-to at one end, the kitchen has achieved a separate existence; and these unpainted, weathered oaken masses pile up with a cumulative richness of effect’ (Mumford SS 1955:8). ‘Every step that brings one nearer to the house alters the relations of the planes formed by the gable ends’. Like the village in which it is fitted, the Ward House ‘seems in motion as well as the spectator; and this quality delights the eye’ (Mumford SS 1955:27). Mumford leads the tour into the village. 


Let us take a brief look at one of these seventeenth-century buildings; let us say, the John Ward house in Salem which still survives as a relic. As one approaches the village on some November day, when the leaves are no longer on the trees to obscure the vista, one feels the dynamic quality of medieval architecture —a quality altogether different from the prudent regularities of the later Georgian mode. It is not merely a matter of painted gables, leaded, diamond-paned windows, overhanging second stories, much as these would perhaps remind us of a medieval European town. What would attract one is the feeling, not of formal abstract design, but of growth: the house has developed as the family within it has prospered, and brought forth children; as sons and daughters have married, as children have become more numerous, there have been additions: by a lean-to at one end the kitchen has achieved a separate existence, for instance; and these unpainted, weathered oaken masses pile up with a cumulative richness of effect.
Every step that brings one nearer to the house alters the relation of the planes formed by the gable ends; and so one must have got the same effect in these old village streets as one gets today when one skirts around, let us say, Notre Dame in Paris, now overwhelmed by the towers at the front, and now seeing them reduced to nothing by the tall spire in the rear. So the building seems in motion, as well as the spectator; and this quality delights the eye quite as much as formal decoration, which the architecture of the seventeenth century in America almost completely lacked…
In essentials .. both the life and the architecture of the first provincial period are sound. While agriculture is the mainstay of life, and the medieval tradition flourishes, the New England village reaches a pretty fair pitch of worldly perfection; and beneath all the superficial changes that affected it in the next century and a half, its sturdy framework held together remarkably well.
Consider the village itself. In the center is a common, a little to one side will be the meeting-house, perhaps a square barnlike structure, with a hipped roof and a cupola, like that at Hing-ham; and adjacent or across the way will be the grammar school. Along the roads where the houses are set at regular intervals is a great columnar arcade of elm trees. All these elements are essential to our early provincial architecture, and without them it would be a little bare and forbidding. The trees, above all, are an important part of New England architecture: in summer they absorb the moisture and cool the air, besides giving shade; in the winter their huge boles serve as a partial windbrake; even the humus from their leaves keeps the soil of the lawns in better order. The apple trees and kitchen-garden, giving food and beauty, are not less essential. Would it be an exaggeration to say that there has never been a more complete and intelligent partnership between the earth and man than existed, for a little while, in the old New England village? In what other part of the world has such a harmonious balance between the natural and the social environment been preserved?

With this balance between the natural and the social environment, the village is the living core of civilisation, with a common, a school, a meeting house. Along the converging roads, at regular intervals, are houses behind lines of trees. In terms of physical layout, the village expresses a compactness of design that ensures access to the religious life in the centre of the town. Irregularity filled the functional division of the land between home and farm use according to natural features. Physical layout was thus the product of a mutualist ethos and respect for organic principles.

Nowadays we have begun to talk about garden cities, and we realize that the essential elements in a garden-city are the common holding of land by the community, and the cooperative ownership and direction of the community itself. We refer to all these things as if they represented a distinct achievement of modern thought; but the fact of the matter is that the New England village up to the middle of the eighteenth century was a garden-city in every sense that we now apply to that term, and happily its gardens and its harmonious framework have frequently lingered on, even though the economic foundations have long been overthrown.
This is a medieval tradition in American architecture which should be of some use to our architects and city planners; for it is a much more substantial matter than the building of perpendicular churches or Tudor country-houses in painfully archaeological adaptations. If we wish to tie up with our colonial tradition we must recover more than the architectural forms: we must recover the interests, the standards, the institutions that gave to the villages and buildings of early times their appropriate shapes. To do much less than this is merely to bring back a fad which might as well be Egyptian as "colonial" for all the sincerity that it exhibits.




As ever, Mumford is concerned to accentuate the living lessons offered by the organic forms of the past.






More than town planning and architecture is involved in creating such towns. Earlier architectural styles can be imitated by architects who have an eye for picturesque effects; ‘but we lose our perspective altogether if we think that the charm of an old New England house can be recaptured by designing overhanging second stories or panelled interiors.’ Form needs to be buttressed by content. These towns are characterised by ‘cooperative ownership and direction’. More than that, they are infused by a collective spirit: 





This is the town which respects definite physical limits and integrity, a basic geographic unit of organic human society. And for Mumford, this townscape is a cultural artefact which offers a model of community, permanence and continuity. Such towns practice mutuality as a principle embedded in everyday relationships:





The New England town was in retreat throughout the nineteenth century, subject to pressures arising from within the industrial revolution. The respect for limits was dissolved through the promise of unlimited wealth. Industrialism undermined the artisanal self-sufficiency and social cohesiveness of the small town by eroding the sense of balance produced by respect for definite limits. With the replacement of country villages by commercial towns, the rough equality that prevailed between inhabitants came to be replaced by distinctions between rich and poor which are corrosive of social unity. Class war between craftsmen and merchants arose, war between ‘better’ and ‘meaner’ sorts.


In what is ostensibly the age of the common man, rich merchants lure practitioners of the vernacular so as to convert the traditional low lying New England farmhouse into a ‘bulky square house with its tipped roof, its classical pilasters, its frequently ill-proportioned cupola, its “captain’s walk” or “widow’s walk”. The product is false, recalling ‘a thinned and watered Greece’. 






These neo-classical structures represent the triumph of the merchant ‘with his eye for magnitude’ over the sturdy yeoman farmer ‘with his homely interest in the wind and the weather’. The change is measured in the conspicuous waste that grows from the country manner to the city mansion.





Mumford’s ‘story’, then, is one of decline as registered by American architecture. The vernacular achievements of the New England townscape exist as an ideal by which to define the tasks facing the contemporary regional planner. Contact has to be restored with that cultural totality that had been lost when the forest became ‘an enemy to be conquered’ and ‘the obliteration of the natural landscape became a great national sport’ (Mumford SS 1955:201). 

Mumford concludes by a lengthy criticism of ecological destruction and a demand for a regional planning that is also ecologically sustainable.

The stripping of the Appalachian forest was the first step in our campaign against nature. By 1860 the effect was already grave enough to warn an acute observer, like George Perkins Marsh, of the danger to our civilization, and to prompt him in Earth and Man, to remind his countrymen that other civilizations about the Mediterranean and the Adriatic had lost their top-soil and ruined their agriculture through the wanton destruction of their forests.
In the meanwhile, a new factor had entered. If before the nineteenth century we cleared the forest to make way for the farm, with the entrance of the industrial pioneer we began to clear the farm to parcel out the city. We have called this process the settlement of America, but the name is anomalous, for we formed the habit of using the land, not as a home, a permanent seat of culture, but as a means to something else—principally as a means to the temporary advantages of profitable speculation and exploitation.
James Mackay, a charitable Scottish observer in the early nineteenth century, explained our negligence of the earth by the fact that we pinned our affections to institutions rather than places, and cared not how the landscape was massacred as long as we lived under the same flag and enjoyed the same forms of government. There is no doubt a little truth in this observation; but it was not merely our attachment to republican government that caused this behavior: it was even more, perhaps, our disattachment from the affiliations of a settled life. The pioneer, to put it vulgarly, was on the make and on the move; it did not matter to him how he treated the land, since by the time he could realize its deficiencies he had already escaped to a new virgin area. "What had posterity done for him?"
The pioneers who turned their backs on a civilized way of life in order to extend the boundaries of civilization, left us with a heavy burden—not merely blasted and disorderly landscapes, but the habit of tolerating and producing blasted and disorderly landscapes. As William Cobbett pointed out in his attempt to account for the unkempt condition of the American farm, the farmer in this country lacked the example of the great landed estates, where the woods had become cultivated parks, and the meadowland had become lawns. Without this cultivated example in the country, it is no wonder that our cities have been littered, frayed at the edges, ugly; no wonder that our pavements so quickly obliterate trees and grass; no wonder that so many towns are little more than gashes of metal and stone.
Those who had been bred on the land brought into the city none of that disciplined care which might have preserved some of its amenities. They left the smoke of the clearings, which was a sign of rural "progress"; they welcomed the smoke of the towns, and all that accompanied it.
It is scarcely a paradox to say that the improvement of our cities must proceed inwards from the countryside; for it is largely a matter of reversing the process which converts the farm into incipient blocks of real estate. Once we assimilate the notion that soil and site have uses quite apart from sale, we shall not continue to barbarize and waste them. Consider how the water's edge of lower Manhattan was developed without the slightest regard for its potential facilities for recreation; how the Acropolis of Pittsburgh, the Hump, was permitted to turn into a noisome slum; how the unique beauty of Casco Bay has been partly secured only by Portland's inferiority as a shipping center. Indeed, all up and down the country one can pick up a thousand examples of towns misplaced, of recreation areas becoming factory sites, of industries located without intelligent reference to raw materials or power or markets or the human beings who serve them, of agricultural land being turned prematurely into suburban lots, and of small rural communities which need the injection of new industries and enterprises, languishing away whilst a metropolis not fifty miles away continues to absorb more people, who daily pay a heavy premium for their congestion.

Mumford turns to what can be done to avoid environmental despoliation and instead engage in a sustainable ecological regionalism. 

I have already drawn attention to the waste of local materials in connection with our manufacture of buildings, our concentration of markets, and our standardization of styles. It is plain that our architects would not have to worry so painfully about the latest fashion-page of architectural tricks, if they had the opportunity to work more consistently with the materials at hand, using brick where clay was plentiful, stone where that was of good quality, and cement where concrete adapted itself to local needs—as it does so well near the seashore, and, for a different reason, in the south. Wood, one of our most important materials for both exterior and interior, has suffered by just the opposite of neglect: so completely have our Appalachian forests been mined, and so expensive are the freight charges for the long haul from the Pacific coast, that good housing in the East depends to no little extent upon our ability to recover continuous local supplies of timber throughout the Appalachian region. (It is characteristic of our mechanical and metropolitan civilization that one of the great sources of timber waste is the metropolitan newspaper: and one of the remoter blessings of a sounder regional development is that it would, perhaps, remove the hourly itch for the advertising sheet, and by the same token would provide large quantities of wood for housing, without calling for the destruction of ten acres of spruce for the Sunday edition alone! I give the reader the privilege of tracing the pleasant ramifications of this notion.)
To see the interdependence of city and country, to realize that the growth and concentration of one is associated with the depletion and impoverishment of the other, to appreciate that there is a just and harmonious balance between the two—this capacity we have lacked. Before we can build well on any scale we shall, it seems to me, have to develop an art of regional planning, an art which will relate city and countryside in a new pattern from that which was the blind creation of the industrial and the territorial pioneer. Instead of regarding the countryside as so much grist doomed to go eventually into the metropolitan mill, we must plan to preserve and develop all our natural resources to the limit.
It goes without saying that any genuine attempt to provide for the social and economic renewal of a region cannot be constrained to preserve vested land-values and property rights and privileges; indeed, if the land is to be fully loved and cared for again we must recover it in something more than name only. The main objection to keeping our natural resources in the hands of the community, namely, that private capital is more zealous at exploitation, is precisely the reason for urging the first course. Our land has suffered from zeal in exploitation; and it would be much better, for example, that our water power resources should remain temporarily undeveloped, than that they should be incontinently used by private corporations to concentrate population in the centers where a high tariff can be charged. The number of things that are waiting to be done— the planting of town forests, the communal restoration of river banks and beaches, the transformation of bare roads into parkways—will of course differ in each region and locality; and my aim here is only to point to a general objective.

Mumford thus demands a genuine regional planning.

The beginnings of genuine regional planning have already been made in Ontario, Canada, where the social utilization of water-power has directly benefited the rural communities, and given them an independent lease on life. In the United States, Mr. Benton Mackaye has sketched out a bold and fundamental plan for associating the development of a spinal recreational trail with an electric power development for the whole Appalachian region, along the ridgeway; both trail and power being used as a basis for the re-afforestation and the re-peopling of the whole upland area, with a corresponding decentralization and depopulation of the overcrowded, spotty coastal region. Such a scheme would call for a pretty thorough dislocation of metropolitan values; and if it is slow in making headway, that is only because its gradual institution would mean that a new epoch had begun in American civilization. 

With these developments, Mumford believes that a new orientation in power and culture is at hand. This new orientation involves an ecological regionalism.

In a loose, inconsecutive way, the objectives of regional planning have been dealt with by the conservation movement during the last century; and if the art itself has neither a corpus of experience nor an established body of practitioners, this is only to say that it has, as it were, broken through the surface in a number of places and that it remains to be gathered up and intelligently used. When regional planning starts its active career, it will concern itself to provide a new framework for our communities which will redistribute population and industry, and recultivate the environment—substituting forestry for timber-mining, stable agriculture for soil-mining, and in general the habit of dressing and keeping the earth for our traditional American practice of stripping and deflowering it. Architecture begins historically when the Bauer who plants becomes the Bauer who builds; and if our architecture is to have a substantial founda​tion, it is in a refreshened countryside that we will perhaps find it.

Mumford SS 1955: 98-100

The task of reconnecting home, meeting place and factory to achieve a unity between polity, economy and art could only be achieved in a community ‘limited in numbers, and in area, and formed, not merely by the agglomeration of people but by their relation to definite social and economic institutions’ (Mumford SS 1955:111). The task of the community planner is to articulate this relation.







In The Golden Day (1926), Mumford  was concerned to investigate New England for the legacy it bequeathed to contemporary urban planners. Mumford addresses American cultural development as ‘the challenge of the new American society’. Meeting this challenge requires an appropriate response to modernity, avoiding the alternatives of rejection and uncritical acceptance. For Mumford, the false antitheses of nostalgia and romanticism on the one hand and the megamachine on the other reflected the split in political discourse between the collectivism of socialism and the individualism of capitalism. A path beyond this disabling polarity had to be found in order to address the crisis of an overorganised, overcentralised modernity. A crisis registered in waste and inefficiency, in the overproduction, environmental destruction and overscale of disagreeable cities.

To begin to chart an alternative, Mumford sought to introduce Americans to the best features of their past. By clarifying ‘special relations’ within the past, Americans could ‘gain the ability to select qualities which it values’ (Mumford ‘The Collapse of Tomorrow: The Emergence of a Past’ 1925:18/9). Mumford found a ‘useable past’ in Antebellum New England as a place which offered a great cultural resource upon which to draw. Mumford quite explicitly rules out a return to the America of the ‘Golden Day’ as both impossible and undesirable. Mumford’s purpose is to offer The Golden Day as a useful myth by which to criticise the flaws at the heart of the modern machine civilisation (Mumford GD 1926:278). He is arguing against the tendency of machine culture to obliterate the past and any view which is different to its own mechanistic view: ‘having no past, and no continuity’, machine civilisation would ensure that humanity would have ‘no future’ (Mumford GD 1926:178).
Mumford’s argument in The Golden Day is a powerful critique of the way that American civilisation sold out its township tradition for ‘dreams of great fortune in real estate, rubber or oil’ (Mumford GD 1926:69). What Mumford shows is that this commercial culture originates in the ‘utilitarian conquest of [the natural] environment’ (Mumford GD 1926:42) and is a commodification which rests upon the ‘warfare against nature’ (Mumford GD 1926:59). It ‘required only a generation or two before the trader [of furs] became the boomtown manufacturer, and the manufacturer, the realtor and financier’ (Mumford GD 1926:65).
 American capitalism was built upon the pioneering exploitation of nature, something which fed directly into the individualistic free market ideology of urban industrial civilisation. Both seek to transcend nature through its conquest. The pioneer’s conquest of the land becomes the ‘inventor-businessman’s search for power’ (Mumford GD 1926:43 73/4).

Mumford’s exploration of past evolution was motivated by a concern with the present. In exposing the exploitative, rapacious character of pioneer mythology, Mumford was attempting to undermine the foundations of contemporary machine civilisation, Mumford was convinced that America was on course for a technological destruction of the environment.

Machine civilisation rests upon an expansionary and acquisitive dynamic that would usher in an era which would reduce all human and natural values to the obsessive pursuit of private gain. Mumford’s purpose is not to reject modernity for a lost golden age but to ensure that modernity redeems its progressive claims by integrating scientific and technological advance with moral values, civic democracy and ecological sensibility. This would be an alternate modernity to the dominant machine culture. But it would also represent the realisation of the emancipatory claims of the Enlightenment tradition.
New England’s ‘Golden Day’ was built upon a specific political economy of an ‘always moral’ (Emerson) small property and a diffused wealth which cultivated respect for the terms dictated by the land, a guaranteed ‘competence’ for both industrious farmers and artisans, self-government, and a sturdy independence. The political economy of free labour cultivated a specific culture in which personal values expressed a sureness of self-identity, industriousness and invention. And these traits in turn fostered a civic spirit. At the base is manual labour as the study of the external world. For Mumford, the New England town embodied the values of the individuals who lived in it. The New England of the mid-nineteenth century maintained a perfect balance between the past and the future, combining old and new in its regional culture. Ideally, the new New England would manage to integrate the survivals of a past culture with the best features of the modern age. Mumford sought a renaissance along the lines of the New England town, a regionalism that countered the depredations of the pioneers on the frontier and in industry. Mumford called upon the current generation to engage in an act of recovery by identifying themselves as the spiritual children of those who ‘people the landscape with their own shapes’ as discoverers of ‘a new hemisphere in the geography of the mind’ (Mumford GD 1926:40/1 34 37).
Mumford continued to develop his view on the regional city. The essay which concludes The Culture of Cities stands as his most significant statement. The New England towns that Mumford portrays were symbolic landscapes, harmonious late medieval towns which were remodelled to fit the contours of the new world. Their legacy is inestimable. The village spaces that Mumford describes exist as ceremonial settings for the urban dramas which Mumford placed at the heart of a vibrant city life. Mumford invested his recreation with the routines, practices and ceremonies of real individuals, articulating meaning through a complex, dynamic web of human action and interaction. 

Mumford never lost this sense of the city as lived experience. He made it central to his project of regional reconstruction. This was not a case of recovering a lost past or of mummifying the present. It was upon these values that Mumford pinned his hopes for a fourth migration. The purpose of regional planning was to counter metropolitan excesses by establishing limits. The metropolis extends outwards through the highways. It is here that planning efforts must focus. Regionalism, for Mumford, was ‘an effort which recognises the existence of real groups and social configurations and geographical relationships that are ignored by the abstract culture of the metropolis, and which opposes to the aimless nomadism of the modern commercial enterprise the conception of a stable and settled and balanced and cultivated way of life’.
Mumford practised what he preached. High rents forced Mumford to leave Greenwich Village and Brooklyn Heights. He moved to the RPAA’s Garden City project, Sunnyside Gardens, in 1925. An unattractive industrial suburb, ‘it created its own environment; and if you knew your way about, you might follow a footpath through a network of rear gardens and green lawns for almost half a mile, with all sorts of charming vistas’ (Mumford 1982:411). Mumford valued the Sunnyside experiment for its potential to generate the cooperative reconstruction of a communal urban life. This vital community was quite distinct from the exclusive suburbia but exists as a satellite settlement on the edge of the regional city, supporting a varied and vibrant participatory culture. Sunnyside persuaded Mumford for good that ‘with a little leeway for experiment, the democratic process would still function provided the social unit allowed a mixture of political, religious and social beliefs – and of occupations too’ (Mumford SFL 1982:410/21).

4 THE CULTURE OF CITIES

Mumford studied past cities in order to discern their best features and reveal the implications that they had for future cities. Contemporary urban design and planning could be informed by the lessons that these old cities could still teach. Although Mumford demonstrated a keen understanding of physical form in both The Culture of Cities (1938) and The City in History (1961), what concerned him above all was the way of life and the human character that these cities sustained.
The spinal assumption of The Culture of Cities encapsulates all that Mumford had written upon the city. In this book, Mumford defines the principle of a balanced, decentralised civilisation of power, people and culture.
Mumford starts from the medieval town as a town which is scaled to human dimensions. The medieval town is compactly designed, limited in size and surrounded by countryside. As such, it savours a great deal of the Garden City. Urbanisation from this point in history is a descent into disorder. Mumford calls for a new ‘city of man’, one that is closely tailored to human needs. This requires a new image of the city, one informed by the soundest features of past cities.
The Culture of Cities is a history of civilisation which conceives the city to be the concentration of the power and culture of civilisation. It is in the city that human achievement is embodied and expressed, passed on through the generations. The architecture and physical layout of the city, the domes and spires, the wide avenues and enclosed courts, relay the story of ‘different conceptions of man’s destiny’.





Apparent again is Mumford’s rejection of purely materialist accounts. ‘Mind takes form in the city’. The city is ‘man’s greatest work of art’.
Mumford states the problem facing the modern city. In every department, form has disintegrated and the city has ‘vanished as an embodiment of collective art and technics’ (Mumford CC 1938:9). 

And where, as in North America, the loss was not alleviated by the continued presence of great monuments from the past and persistent habits of social living, the result was a raw, dissolute environment, and a narrow, constricted, and baffled social life. Even in Germany and the Low Countries, where the traditions of urban life had lingered on from the Middle Ages, the most colossal blunders were committed in the most ordinary tasks of urban planning and building. As the pace of urbanization increased, the circle of devastation widened.




These problems mean that the improvement of cities is a matter of more than one-sided reforms. Today, the task of city design involves ‘the vaster task of rebuilding our civilization.’ Mumford states the essential principles of this civilisation building.





Mumford focuses upon architectural forms in order to shed light on urban development over time. Nevertheless, the physical dimensions of the city are less important than the human features. Mumford is concerned most of all with the city as a human entity, the stage or physical site of the drama of urban living. The physical aspects are secondary to the social so as to make the point that any city worthy of the name has to be worthy of humanity. The city has to be scaled to human dimensions and meet human needs. The design of the city needs to foster citizen association, contact and interaction. The problem is that whilst people live their lives in the concrete, the vast impersonal systems that control the mode of living deal with abstraction.





Mumford is here targeting the tyranny and violence of abstraction within a modern rationalised, mechanised world. Max Weber wrote of the ‘steel hard cage’ of modernity as embracing not just physical bodies but the very subjectivities of persons. For Weber, the modern rationalised world proceeds ‘without regard for persons’. The abstracting tendencies of modernity are so all-pervasive and all-encompassing as to absorb even the challenges of reformers and critics, turning first principles into the highest fantasies. 
Mumford notes valiant exceptions both in theory and in practice, pointing to Le Play and Reclus in France, W. H. Riehl in Germany, Kropotkin in Russia, Howard in England, Grundtvig in Denmark, Geddes in Scotland. These and others made a start in laying the moral and intellectual basis for a new social order, a new biotechnic regime based on the deliberate culture of life (Mumford CC 1938:10).
Mumford values the theory and practice of these pioneers in establishing the concrete basis for a collective environment in which the seeds of reproduction and nurture, along with psychological development within the social processes themselves, would be adequately served. Whilst the dominant urban environment has been mainly a narrow by-product of the machine ideology, Mumford considers that it has already largely been rendered obsolete by the rapid advance of the biological arts and sciences, as well as by the steady penetration of sociological thought into every department. 





Mumford emphasises the profound changes which will affect the distribution and increase of population and the efficiency of industry and argues that one of the major urban tasks is to form an accurate estimate of these new potentialities and to suggest their direction into channels of human welfare. Such studies, forecasts, and imaginative projects ‘must bear directly upon the life of every human being in our civilization.’ (Mumford CC 1938:11).
However, consistent with his concern with the moral or anthropological dimension of the city rather than the physical structure, Mumford does not present a detailed blueprint for the ideal city. Mumford writes as a moral philosopher rather than as a professional urban planner. Accordingly, Mumford sets the normative and anthropological parameters within which the planning process must be set. Planning issues are moral issues and should be treated as such. And the moral aspect has primacy. Only when the moral questions have been resolved can the planners, builders and architects undertake their work with a hope of success.

Mumford establishes the problem of the city within a moral and anthropological frame:





In the modern world, means of production have been turned into means of destruction. Freud wrote of thanatos, the death instinct, stalking modern civilisation and driving out eros, the life instinct. The choice between eros and thanatos is as old as the Bible. 'I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse. Therefore choose life' (Deuteronomy 30:19). Mumford wants us to choose life.

Instead of accepting the stale cult of death that the fascists have erected, as the proper crown for the servility and the brutality that are the pillars of their states, we must erect a cult of life: life in action, as the farmer or the mechanic knows it: life in expression, as the artist knows it: life as the lover feels it and the parent practices it: life as it is known to men of good will who meditate in the cloister, experiment in the laboratory, or plan intelligently in the factory or the government office.




Mumford looks to the cities of the past in order to discern an alternative to the contemporary overscale city. Before the industrial revolution, cities existed as scaled workshops or markets with a pattern of life bounded by the city walls. That mode of life was but one option in a world embracing many other possibilities. The overscale city of the contemporary world, however, extends its controlling tentacles across boundaries to impose an artificial, homogeneous environment that respects no limits.

In The Culture of Cities, Mumford expresses his admiration for the organic design of medieval cities, their ‘rural character’, ‘usable open spaces’, the way that they fit natural contours, the way that their streets function as ‘footways’ connecting little ‘islands’ buildings and an urban pattern that creates ‘small cities, distributed widely over the landscape’ (CC 1938:434ff 56 59). Streets were more about urban communication within the town than the transportation of people and goods between towns. Streets fostered urban solidarity and association.

The street occupied in medieval city planning a quite different place than in an age of locomotion. Except in the country, we inevitably think of houses being built along a line of predetermined streets. But on the less regular medieval sites it would be the other way about: groups of trades or groups 'of institutional buildings would form self-contained quarters or "islands." Within these "islands," and often outside, as part of the connecting urban tissue, the streets were essentially footways: marks of the daily comings and goings of the inhabitants. "Islands" formed by the castle, the monasteries, or the specialized industrial section of the technically more advanced towns were characteristic features: they had their counterpart in the little internal "islands" one encounters in the Northern countries in die housing foundations for the aged or the poor. The Fuggerei in Augsburg is the most handsomely built survival of this mode, although the Dutch and English foundations of the same period surpass it in spaciousness. (Mumford CC 1938: 57). 





In fine, the medieval city was composed of ‘usable open spaces’, making its foundation and mode of existence of ‘a far higher standard for the mass of the population than any later form of town, down to the first romantic suburbs of the nineteenth century.’ (Mumford CC 1938: 57). The human proportions and dimensions of the medieval town also entailed smaller numbers. Scale in quantity and quality go hand in hand.

Reclus, indeed, discovered that the villages and towns of France could be plotted with amazing regularity on the pattern of a day's walk back and forth between them. This urban pattern corresponded to the economic one: facilities for shipping food were extremely limited —Francis Bacon died as a result of making one of the first experiments with cold storage—and power, whether obtained through wind mills or water mills or sailing ships, was similarly distributed. While internally, the importance of the Church and its accessory institutions limited the growth of the town almost as much as the provisional definition of the wall itself: its buildings served as cohesive nucleus.
At all events, the facts are plain. The typical medieval town ranged in size from three or four hundred, which was frequently the size of a fully privileged municipality in Germany, to forty thousand, which was the size of London in the fourteenth century: the hundred thousand achieved earlier by Paris and Venice was highly exceptional.

Mumford CC 1938: 59/60

Only in Italy, as a result of the early rise of capitalism there, are the population figures above the norm. The phenomena of overcrowding and overbuilding, along with indefinite suburban expansion, only came when the capacity for building new cities greatly diminished. (Mumford CC 1938: 60). 

At the heart of medieval town is a moral purpose. The town was part of a transcendental moral cosmogony. The ‘essential drama of the medieval culture’ ‘took place within the Church’ and ‘concerned the passage of sinning man through an evil and painful world, from which he might emerge through repentance into heaven, or sink through hardness of heart or confirmed mischief into hell.’

The earth itself was but a mean stopping place, a wayside tavern of ill fame, on the way to these other worlds. But nothing that concerned this drama was mean: on the contrary, the Church, founded through an act of God, brought into the world constant reminders of the grace and beauty that was to come: though art and music might tempt men from a higher life, they also indicated its possibility, indeed its immanence. Life was a succession of significant episodes in man's pilgrimage to heaven: for each great moment the Church had its sacrament or its celebration. Beneath the active drama was the constant chant of prayer: in solitude or in company, men communed with God and praised him. It was in such moments, only in such moments, that one truly lived.




The construction of buildings enlisted both rich and poor alike, lifting the ordinary energies of the medieval community to a higher potential. (Mumford CC 1938: 62). 

Such cities are not afflicted by the functional differentiation of space that marks the modern city. Mumford shows how the medieval communes, ‘the real corporations and groups that constitute a community’, had their autonomy subjected to systematic assault by the rationalistic elites of the Baroque Cities. Monarchy, Nation State, War and power as spectacle and the spectacle of power put an end to the old collective solidarities and ties of the medieval town. Modernity was born from death and violence, from abstraction and quantity. It was a rationalistic desolidarisation that destroyed organic ties.

The transformation of the art of war gave the baroque rulers a powerful advantage over the real corporations and groups that constitute a community. It did more than any other single force to alter the constitution of the city. Power became synonymous with numbers. "The greatness of a city," Botero observed, "is said to be, not the largeness of the site or the circuit of the walls, but the multitude and number of inhabitants and their power." The army, recruited for permanent warfare, became a new factor in the state and in the life of the capital city. In Paris and Berlin, and other lesser centers, these standing armies created a demand for special forms of housing, since soldiers could not be permanently quartered on the population without provoking a sense of grievance: witness the result of such an attempt in the British colonies of North America. The army barracks have almost the same place in the baroque order that the monastery had in the medieval one; and the Parade Grounds—the new Champ de Mars in Paris, for instance—were as conspicuous in the new cities as Mars himself was in Renascence painting. Turning out the guard, drilling, parading, became one of the great mass spectacles for the increasingly servile populace: the blare of the bugle, the tattoo of the drum, were as characteristic a sound for this new phase of urban life as the tolling of the bells had been for the medieval town. The laying out of great Viae Triumphales, avenues where a victorious army could march with the maximum effect upon the spectator, was an inevitable step in the replanning of the new capitals: notably in Paris and Berlin. (Mumford CC 1938: 89). 

The functional spatialisation of the modern city was part and parcel of a general economic spatialisation and social fragmentation. In contrast, the Medieval City was constituted by guilds, whose mutualism made each of them a true ‘corporation’. The mutualistic socially cohesive form of the medieval city contrasts markedly with the ‘merciless class-competition and individual self-assertion’ that characterises the social form of capitalism (CC 1938:40). Mumford employs his organicist method of uniting aesthetics and function to condemn the megastructures of accumulated power in modern society. This is the result of the rise of the capital economy imposing an abstract, profit-driven, money oriented (dis)order on particular geo-economies.

For Mumford, the Medieval City represents the best approximation of the organic human community he sought. The Medieval City was part of what he called the ‘Eotechnic’ age in  Technics and Civilisation  (1934). Medieval cities were ground-hugging cities, constructed in conformity with the contours of the land and were held to human scale. Design encouraged pedestrian movement, with every building and civic centre within walking distance. Extensive green spaces and plenty of public spaces for worship, spectacle, meeting, trading and politicking created diversity and activity within. The enclosing walls established clear outer boundaries that created a tight urban form encouraging a common identity and feeling. The townspeople were active participants in the city life, taking part in the processions and plays held in the main market, often located close to the church or cathedral, the spiritual centre of the city. The streets leading to this focal public place were footways, narrow and twisting routes which visually offset the vastness of the wide public squares. Houses were tightly constructed to make maximum use of land and give shelter from the elements.
The tightness of urban design fostered the rich associational space which characterised the Medieval City, the lively, interactive, street life. At the same time, the Medieval City offered spaces for retreat and solitude with hidden gardens behind homes, in cloisters, and in interior courtyards (CC 1938:29).

In the early Middle Ages, even business and religion were in organic relationship: so much so that business would copy the institutions of religion in the organization of its trading posts: the Hansa settlements were plainly fashioned on monastic lines, and exacted the same sort of narrow devotion. But at the end of the Middle Ages— and this is one of the signs of the end—even pious matters have a worldly tinge: one seeks security, no longer in the depths of the Church, but in a shrewd loan, backed by, a note, and ultimately vouched for by the armed might of the state. "Faith" gives way to "credit."
Perhaps the most important civic effect of this other-worldly religion, with its enfolding protection, its abstentions, its withdrawals, was that it universalized the cloister. Medieval culture, constantly "in retreat," had its claustrum, where the inner life could flourish. One withdrew at night: one withdrew on Sundays and on fast days: so long as the medieval complex was intact, a constant stream of disillusioned worldly men turned from the market place and the battlefield to seek the quiet contemplative round of the monastery. The ineffectiveness and costliness of artificial forms of illumination even prolonged the withdrawal of the night: and winter served, so to say, as the cloistered period of the year. This universal concentration on the inner life had its compensatory effect on the imagination: the vulgar daylight perceptions were illumined by the impassioned hallucinations and visions of dream: the figures of the inner eye. were as real as those that fell peripherally on the retina. And though protestantism in the sixteenth century brought in a distrust of the wanton eye, it preserved for private .use the habits of the cloister: prayer and inner communion. 
Today, as we shall see later, our architecture has passed from the cave to the garden, from the monument to the dwelling house. But in throwing open our buildings to the daylight and the outdoors, we will forget, at our peril, the co-ordinate need for quiet, for darkness, for inner privacy, for retreat. The cloister in both its public and private form is a constant element in the life of men in cities. Without formal opportunities for isolation and contemplation, opportunities that require enclosed space, free from prying eyes and extraneous stimuli and secular interruptions, even the most externalized and extraverted life must eventually suffer. The home without such cells is but a barracks: the city that does not possess them is but a camp. In the medieval city the spirit had organized shelters and accepted forms of escape from worldly importunity. Today, the degradation of the inner life is symbolized by the fact that the only place sacred from interruption is the private toilet. (Mumford CC 1938:29). 

Most importantly, the Medieval City retained form and order by imposing clear limits upon physical growth. The Medieval City extended no more than one mile from its centre. ‘The Medieval City did not break through its walls and stretch over the countryside in an amorphous blob’. The Medieval City was, however, in close proximity to the countryside, which existed just outside the outer walls (CC 1938:42/4 50/1 58/8).

Trade, industrial production, mechanization, organization—all these facts helped expand the life of the cities. But they do not account for the feeding of the hungry mouths. People do not live on coins, even if the local mint has the exclusive privilege of coining them; nor do they live on air, even though "city air makes people free" as the saying went. The thriving life of these towns had its origin in the agricultural improvement of the countryside: an improvement that was spotty, and vitiated ultimately by the reckless deforestation that accompanied it, but sufficient to create unheard-of stores of energy: even the dismal colonization lands in Pomerania could send their honey and wax and hides back to the more industrial towns of the West. This agricultural improvement was duly transported into the city in the gardens, the cultivated spaces, and the common fields within the city itself. For except for a few congested centers, the town of the Middle Ages was not merely in the country but of the country: food was grown within the walls, as well as on the terraces, or in the orchards and fields, outside. 

Mumford CC 1938:25 

What gave the early medieval town a sound basis for health was the fact that, though surrounded with a wall, it was still part of the open country. Until the fourteenth century, these two types of environment were scarcely differentiated... At harvest time, the population of the town would swarm out into the country, as the slum dwellers of the East End still migrate to Kent for the hop-picking. One has only to read the household recipes of the Goodman of Paris, who was of the well-to-do merchant order, to see how the more prosperous burghers kept a leg firmly planted in each world. Near the city, the fowler and the rabbit hunter could go after game. Fitz-Stephens noted that the citizens of London had the right of hunting in Middlesex, Herefordshire, the Chiltern Hundreds, and part of Kent. And in the streams by the city, fishing was diligently pursued: not merely on the coast but inland…. 




The principal secular and spiritual concerns of the Medieval City were expressed in the physical layout. The outward unity of structure articulated the universal unity of morality. The unity and order of the Medieval City, as expressed in the church and the guild, was particularly impressive. Individuals in communities need common values which give their lives a moral purpose. The pillars of town life provided the context for structuring moral order. The universal bond in the Medieval City was religious salvation. But more important than the particular historical of the good life was the need for a vision of the good in order to morally integrate the community.

Mumford particularly valued the corporate and communal character of Medieval urban life. As Aristotle argued in the Politics, the human being is a zoon politikon, a social animal that requires a politikon bion, a social and public life, to flourish. The individual needs a social identity to belong, relate, exist, thrive. 





What Mumford writes here savours a great deal of the functional mediation proposed by Hegel, the idea that individuals create the identity only by belonging to a corporate or social bloc or association. Mumford cites Hegel on two occasions in the chapter from which this passage comes from in The Culture of Cities. The individualism and atomism that reduces bourgeois civil society to a sphere of universal antagonism and egoism is held in check by church and guild organisation. These are the pillars of town life. The Medieval City conformed to Aristotle’s definition of a community as ‘the common interest in justice and the common aim, that of the good life’ (CC 1938:29 17).

Mumford notices the change in the retreat from the common good and the common life on the part of individuals.

‘The first radical change, which was to destroy the form of the medieval dwelling house, was the development of a sense of privacy. This meant, in effect, withdrawal at will from the common life and the common interests of one's associates. Privacy in sleep: privacy in eating: privacy in religious and social ritual: finally privacy in thought.’ (Mumford CC 1938:40). 

Mumford charts the decline and fall of the institutions and values of the common life and the rise of individualism and privacy, a social atomisation that went hand in hand with political centralisation under the auspices of the nation state. ‘Organic planning and building, not for show but for defense, civic association, the expression of common values.’ (Mumford CC 1938:22). 





Mumford condemned the Baroque or Imperial City for being a city of class privilege, a city of discipline and order. The emergence of the Baroque City between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries represented a shift from universality to uniformity, from localism to centralisation. In the process, the absolutism of the religious conception of the good life came to be incarnated in the new idol of the nation state (CC 1938:22 142; CH 1961 :247 345).





In pursuit of external power over their neighbours, the cities consented to the loss of their own internal freedom. In the process, they also lost the moral case against other forms of despotism. For Mumford, the only part of Europe where the civic corporations and the territorial state achieved unity without loss of civic liberty was the Swiss Cantonal Confederation. (Mumford CC 1938:79/80). 

The modern state began to shape itself in the fourteenth century. Its marks are a permanent bureaucracy, permanent courts of justice, permanent archives and records, and permanent buildings, more or less centrally located, for conducting the official business… This movement, or rather, this settlement, took place first in financial administration … it was gradually extended to all the other offices of State. And the process itself was a reciprocal one: the centralization of authority necessitated the creation of the capital city, while the capital city, commanding the main routes of trade and military movement, was a powerful contribution to the unification of the state.
Mark that the capital city had a social as well as a political role to play. In the capital, provincial habits, customs, and dialects were melted down and recast in the image of the royal court: the so-called national image, national by prescription rather than in origin…
The consolidation of power in the political capital was accompanied by a loss of power and initiative in the local centers: national prestige meant the death of local municipal freedom. The national territory itself became the connecting link between diverse groups, corporations, cities: the nation was an all-embracing society one entered at birth. The new theorists of law, as Gierke pointed out, were driven to deny that local communities and corporate bodies had an existence of their own: the family was the sole group, outside the state, whose existence was looked upon as self-validated, the only group that did not need the gracious permission of the sovereign to exercise its natural functions. 
Once political power had been thus consolidated, economic privileges were obtained by individuals, not from the city, but from the prince; and they could be exercised, as a rule, anywhere in the realm. After the sixteenth century, accordingly, the cities that increased most rapidly in population and area and wealth were those that harbored a royal court: the fountainhead of economic power.

Mumford CC 1938: 80/1

The nation state was the new idol, the locus of power and the object of veneration. The power and meaning once vested in corporations, guilds, local communities was displaced from the everyday lives of people and projected upwards into the abstraction of the modern state. Whereas in the medieval regime, power, place and people were localised, decentralised and grounded, now they were connected and concentrated around the centre of the capital city. Only in the Germanic countries did the municipal economy survive. 

The state grew at the expense of the component parts: the capital city grew out of all proportion to the provincial cities, and in no small measure at their expense. Though natural capitals were usually situated at points of special advantage for trade and military defense—these being elements that entered originally into their selection—the baroque rulers brought all the powers of the state to bear to confirm these advantages…




The Baroque or Imperial era is characterised by the centralisation of authority within the nation state. The nation state equipped itself with a permanent bureaucracy, courts of justice, treasury and standing army. The cities of civil society were divested of their political autonomy and power as processes of capitalist development reduced them to their economic functions. Cities ceased to be public places, entities of an autonomous public life, and became instead mere sites of industrial activity and investment.





The design of the Baroque or Imperial City expressed the transformation that had taken place. Mumford described the Baroque City as a ‘site of accumulation’ which reflects an ‘ideology of power’ (CC 1938:89). ‘The two arms of this new system are the army and the bureaucracy: they are the temporal and spiritual support of a centralized despotism. Both agents owed no small part of their influence to a larger and more pervasive power, that of capitalist industry and finance.’ (Mumford CC 1938:90). This entails a rationalistic desolidarisation that breaks up the organic ties and affective bonds of the medieval common life. Mumford describes this in terms of the transition from the life economy to the money economy.





The money economy also rose hand in hand with the death instinct. Rationalisation entailed not merely commercialisation and industrialisation but also militarization. ‘Capitalism in its turn became militaristic: it relied on the arms of the state when it could no longer bargain to advantage without them: the foundations of later colonial exploitation and imperialism.’ (Mumford CC 1938:91). 

Lewis Mumford argued that "all the great national states, and the empires formed around a national core, are at bottom war-states; their politics are war politics; and the all-absorbing preoccupation of their governing classes lies in collective preparation for armed assault." (Mumford CC 1938: 349). Coercion is an indispensable element in the drive to subject the planet to commercial exploitation. Behind Adam Smith’s invisible hand, is the very visible hand of the state, the army and the navy, breaking down all Chinese walls and clearing the way for commerce. The military expense of securing vast tracts of the earth for exchange value has been exorbitant.

In his farewell address to the nation in 1961, Dwight David Eisenhower warned of the emergence of the military-industrial complex as an ominous threat to the peace and security of the United States:

The conjunction of an immense military establishment and a large arms industry is new in the American experience. The total influence—economic, political, even spiritual—is felt in every city, every state house, every office of the federal government. In the councils of government, we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or not by the military-industrial complex. The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist.

Dwight David Eisenhower, quoted in Barnaby 1988: 50

Eisenhower believed that this military-industrial complex represented an aberration, a force that had developed out of the unique context of the Cold War. Lewis Mumford, however, thought that this military-industrial complex had been the historical norm throughout the five centuries spanning the political life of the nation-state, not an anomaly. For Mumford, the military-industrial complex is endemic to modern civilisation, inextricably connected with the emergence of territorial states and the systematic enclosure and commercialisation of the global commons. Mumford’s argument points to the symbiotic relationship between militarism, capitalism, and the state.

The nation state was a warfare state from the first. For all of the talk of the invisible hand of the market – itself a misunderstanding of Adam Smith – the expansion of commerce and trade was a deliberate, systematic purpose built upon coercion. The transition from a highly ritualized form of personal combat to the organised, professional, mechanized form of modern warfare was an "engineering feat." (TAC NY 1963: 91). Mumford proceeds to argue that the army is ‘the ideal form toward which a purely mechanical system of industry must tend’ (TAC 1963:89) In the new national state, homogenisation and standardisation is in order. The warfare state is a machine comprising human parts. Soldiers are regimented, trained, and drilled in unison, clothed in the same uniforms and billeted in the same barracks. Armies and navies are integrated within a complex division of labour which mirrored that of the industrial process. The professional army and the professional business enterprise are products of the same civilisation that is based on the art of reducing people to a machinelike status.

The nation state as the warfare state demands the creation of professional armies and navies prepared to protect territorial and commercial interests. An homogenised mass of huge numbers of identically clothed men drilling and dwelling together forms a moving image of the mechanical Cartesian vision. The sheer presence of this new mechanized mass of human flesh serves to awe local communities. In 1790, the population of the city of Berlin was less than 90,000. Its military population totalled 21,309. A concentration of numbers like that could overwhelm the inhabitants of towns and cities. Mumford writes:

The presence of this mass of mechanized and obedience-conditioned human beings necessarily touched every other aspect of life. The army supplied the model in its discipline for other forms of political coercion: people got into the habit of accepting the aggressive bark of the drill sergeant and the arrogant brutal manners of the upper classes: they were copied by the new industrialists, who governed their factories like absolute despots. Hutton in his history of Birmingham relates how the lord of the manor in "1728 . . . seized a public building called the Leather-Hall and converted it to his private uses. . . . The constable summoned the inhabitants to vindicate their rights, but none appearing, the Lord smiled at their supineness and kept the property." Beneath the superficial polish of baroque upper class manners there is the constant threat of an ugly, coercive discipline. These two qualities thread through every aspect of its life, even its luxury and folly. 

Mumford CC 1938: 89

Despotism above and servility below, mechanical abstraction, political absolutism and social slavery are tied together at the level of social practices and mental habits.

The army and the bureaucracy are the two arms of this new system: ‘they are the temporal and spiritual support of a centralized despotism. Both agents owed no small part of their influence to a larger and more pervasive power, that of capitalist industry and finance.’ (Mumford CC 1938:89). 

Capitalism and the state rose together in symbiotic relationship, founded on coercion and violence and expropriation.

The change from a life economy to a money economy greatly widened the resources of the state. The monopoly of rent, the booty from piracy and brigandage, the loot of conquest, the monopoly of special privileges in production and sale through patents granted by the state, the application of this last system to technical inventions — all these resources swelled the coffers of the sovereign. To increase the boundaries of the state was to increase the taxable population: to increase the population of the capital city was to increase the rent of land. Both forms of increase could be translated ultimately into terms of money pouring into the central exchequer. Not merely did the royal governments become capitalistic in their workings, founding industries of their own, in arms, porcelain, tapestry: but they sought, under the notion of a "favorable balance of trade," to create a system of exploitation in which every sovereign state would receive more in exchange, in measure of gold, than what it had given.




Most of all, the development of capitalism extended secular habits of thought and modes throughout every department: ‘this was the warp, exact, orderly, superficially efficient, upon which the complicated and effulgent patterns of baroque life were worked out. The new merchant and banking classes emphasized method, order, routine, power, mobility, all the habits that tended to increase effective practical command.’ It was no accident that Newton, physicist of the new mechanical universe, became master of the mint, or that the merchants of London helped found the Royal Society and conducted experiments in physics. Capitalism was a machine economy within the machine universe. These ‘mechanical disciplines were in effect interchangeable.’ (Mumford CC 1938:90). 


The result was dis-placement and dis-ease, the abstraction of power and meaning from popular control and comprehension. The world became one of vast impersonal systems and forces which were beyond the individual. The modern world was conceived and defined by abstraction.

Behind the immediate interests of the new capitalism, with its abstract love of money and power, a change in the entire conceptual framework took place. And first: a new conception of space. It was one of the great triumphs of the baroque mind to organize space, make it continuous, reduce it to measure and order, to extend the limits of magnitude, embracing the, extremely distant and the extremely minute; finally, to associate space with motion.

Mumford CC 1938:90/1 

The conceptual revolution changed the way that human beings related to and thought about the world. The general sense of time and space became more mathematical, geometric, clean, precise and cold.




Mumford acknowledges that the age of abstract analysis was an age of brilliant intellectual clarification. In the natural sciences, the method of abstraction led to the discovery of units that could be investigated completely just because they were dismembered and fragmentary. The gain in the power of systematic thought and in the accurate prediction of physical events resulted in an impressive advance in technics. 
However, with respect to society and human beings as social beings, ‘the habit of thinking in terms of abstractions worked out disastrously. The new order established in the physical sciences was far too limited to describe or interpret social facts’ (Mumford CC 1938:94). Mechanistic thinking in terms of abstractions results in real men and women, real corporations and cities, being treated by government and law, by politicians and economists, as if they were imaginary bodies. Mumford describes Divine Right, Absolute Rule, the State, Sovereignty as ‘presumptuous fictions’ which are treated ‘as if they were realities.’ The notion of limits disappears. Instead, all that matters is the endless accumulation of material quantity, expansion for the sake of expansion, power without end.





This is a world in which quantity has triumphed at the expense of quality. The world of things prevails over the world of persons. It is, in Mumford’s words, ‘the age of abstractions’ (Mumford CC 1938:94/95).

The values of the Baroque period were expressed in the physical layout of the city. Mumford describes the avenue as ‘the most important symbol and the main fact about the baroque city.’ The avenues symbolised the new urban order. ‘In the linear evolution of the city plan, the movement of wheeled vehicles played a critical part; and the general geometrizing of space, so characteristic of die period, would have been altogether functionless had it not facilitated die movement of traffic and transport, at the same time that it served as an expression of the dominant sense of life.’ Long, straight and wide, the avenue was designed to ease the movement of troops and traffic in order to awe and intimidate the citizens by the visibility and exercise of central power. The avenues, the ‘most important symbol’ of the Baroque City, represent the ‘geometrizing of space’, giving the ‘appearance of order and power’ whilst also expressing the desire for the ‘conquest of space’. Through these avenues, the military under the command of the state, gained ease of access to the heart of the city. They also allowed space for wheeled carriages, the first significant separation between the urban rich, who drive, and the urban poor, who walk (CC 1938:94/7).

The new spirit in society was on the side of rapid transportation. ‘The hastening of movement and the conquest of space, the feverish desire to "get somewhere," were manifestations of the pervasive will-to-power.’ (Mumford CC 1938 ch 2). 
Where once the transcendental has been vertical, pointing upwards to Heaven, now it was horizontalised. The medieval town had been organised around a transcendental ideal, a moral purpose, which pointed to a world beyond. Now, mechanical modes of thought and action stripped meaning from the world, with the paradoxical result that the conquest of space brought not peace and fulfilment but a desire for movement, speed, flight. Abstraction has disempowered people, displaced them and demoralised them. The infinite had been brought down from the heavens and located within the realm of the finite. The machine order is a nihilistic world constantly racing beyond limits. Where once human beings, morally, knew where they were and where they were going, now they needed to get mobile and go ‘somewhere’ in the here and now. Mumford quotes Stow: ‘The world runs on wheels.’ The world was broken up, fragmented, atomised and sped up. Before Newton’s law was formulated, Mumford notes that mass, velocity, and time were categories of social effort (Mumford CC 1938:97/8). 

In emphasizing the demands of wheeled traffic, Mumford also notes the need of avenues for military movement. Mumford thus points to the militarization of urban space, the main streets as ‘military streets’ which are required to be straight. The geometrical order of the machine world is thus also a military order, regimented, ordered, controlled. ‘To achieve the maximum effect on parade, the maximum appearance of order and power, it is necessary to provide a body of soldiers either with an open square or a long unbroken avenue.’ (Mumford CC 1938: 98). The new town planners planned with the needs of the army in mind.

This increase in the tempo of life, this rapid motion, these superficial excitements and dangers, were the psychological sweetening of the bitter pill of autocratic political discipline. In the baroque city one might say, "The carriages move swiftly," just as people say in present-day fascist Italy, "The trains run on time."

Mumford CC 1938: 99

The old medieval alleys, courts and triangles were severed. Whereas individuals once enjoyed active participation in a lively civic life, they came to be reduced to being mere passive spectators of displays of central power. A certain sign of the decline of the city for Mumford was the way that urban life came to be replaced by urban pageantry. The aura of class rule and imposed order was expressed in the symmetrical building style and the uniform rows of bourgeois homes and shops.





‘The buildings stand on each side [of the avenue], stiff and uniform, like soldiers at attention: the uniformed soldiers march down the avenue, erect, formalised, repetitive: a classic building in motion. The spectator remains fixed: life marches before him’.
This urban design was a matter of conscious purpose. It was only possible to rule by coercion if the ‘appropriate urban background’ was constructed (CC 1938:94/9). It goes without saying that the urban  background ‘appropriate’ to coercive rule from the centre was highly inappropriate with respect to a genuinely humane urban order.

In his critique of the Baroque City, Mumford shows how design expresses the nature of the social order. The emergence of industrial civilisation is signalled by both the destruction of nature and the loss of civil culture and the accumulation of power at the centre. Mumford’s critique proceeds in aesthetic and geographic terms to show how social relationships are derived from spatial relationships. The abstract specialisation of the Baroque City, as expressed in its monumental scale and its differentiation of life functions, derives from the increasing social divisions associated with the accumulation of power by the new elites.

Mumford was concerned to decentralise urban form so as to foster a civic community. Mumford criticised the contemporary city, noting that the ‘consolidation of power in the political capital was accompanied by a loss of power and initiative in local centers: national prestige meant the death of local municipal freedom’ (CC 1938:80).

Mumford drew attention to the connection of the new capital cities with the centralisation of political and economic power within the capital economy, with particular attention to the means of organised violence.





The rise of the nation state and the city of capital meant the end of medieval notions of the common good and the common life.

The city had almost ceased to be a common enterprise for the common good; and neither the local authority of the municipal corporation, nor the universal authority of the Church, was sufficient to direct for the benefit of the commonwealth the new forces that were making headway throughout European civilization. 




The Capital City was the product of a ‘new conception of space’ in which space was reduced to ‘measure and order’ as a result of the ‘abstract love of money and power’ under capitalism (CC 1938:91). Promoting prestige, status and power over against justice, mutuality and balance, the Capital City is like the monumental building in representing a ‘respect for death which is essentially a fear of life’ (CC 1938:434). The end of the Capital City is centralised power, for which the built environment exists as a means.

Capitalist urbanisation was inextricably connected with the industrial revolution. The City of Capital was Dickens’ Coketown. Mumford lists the myriad innovations that emerged before and during the industrial revolution, giving birth of 'carboniferous capitalism'. Mumford describes how the new fossil-fuel-based technologies spread across the world. What Mumford refers to as ‘Coketown’ are the cities of unprecedented size and scale which started to emerge as a result of industrialisation, what may be called a process of 'carboniferous urbanization'. 
The physical squalor of the Capital City was bad enough, but the city was also disfigured by social and environmental destruction. Even worse for Mumford was the moral and psychological degradation. The avarice and egoism of the Capital City horrified Mumford. Under ‘carboniferous capitalism’ all came to be subordinated to the overriding objective of economic gain. Cities expanded with no regard to limits. The expansionary drive of profit making overwhelmed any notion of a common plan or controlling purpose. Mumford portrayed the Capital City as an urban wasteland, a place of relentless squalor and ugliness, external and internal, physical, social and psychological.

For Mumford, capitalism’s only ‘outstanding urban achievement’ was Amsterdam (CC 1938:139/147; CH 1961 :439). This was no accident. Amsterdam had preserved the sense of human scale and civic spirit which characterised the Medieval City, retaining the connection of the city with the country through the web of canals and unified block fronts.

The key characteristic of the capitalist age was increased centralisation. Coketown capitalism centralised production in the factory whilst the financial centres which emerged in the nineteenth century centralised all other aspects of economic activity – through the banks, brokerage houses and the agencies of advertisement, marketing and publicity which accompanied them. All the trends were in the direction of turning the city into the megalopolis, a place where bankers and brokers plotted the future in their towers of glass, steel and concrete removed from the citizens. 

What was purely a visual perspective in the baroque city becomes in the later metropolis a more pragmatic perspective of profits through urban extensions. In the upward extension of the city the same tendencies prevail: to increase urban heights and distances and numbers has now a direct financial motive. (Mumford 1938 ch 4). 






Mumford points out the extent to which the emergence of the big city from the multitude of regional cities that characterized the Middle Ages has become so obvious a fact as to be assumed to be inevitable and unalterable. But Mumford doubts whether the transition from a town economy to a metropolitan economy is a permanent one. Mumford asks the most pertinent questions here: Will life continue to ebb out of the villages and country towns and regional centers? Will urban life come to mean the further con​centration of power in a few metropolises whose ramifying suburban dormitories will finally swallow the rural hinterland?
Whilst vast plans have been drawn up in various metropolises on the assumption of the continuation of this trend of endless metropolitan aggrandizement, Mumford detects ‘a new economic and social pattern: a step beyond the metropolitan economy.’ (Mumford CC 1938: 223). Far from representing the forces of modern civilization, Mumford describes the metropolis as ‘one of the biggest obstacles to their fruitful human use.’ (Mumford CC 1938: 224). 

A coalition of land, industry, finance, and officialdom was formed in almost every country in order to effect the maximum amount of pecuniary exploitation. The agents of power, the aristocracy, the political bureaucracy, and the army began to direct "national interests" toward the service of the industrialist: they sought raw materials and markets capable of absorbing his excess production: hence the partition of Africa, Asia, and similar "backward" sections of the world. The industrialist, in turn, abandoning his naive belief in laissez-faire and free enterprise, came to rely upon his imperialistic allies to help stabilize industry and to give it monopoly advantages: hence protective tariffs, subsidies, export subventions.




A new trinity dominated the metropolitan scene: finance, insurance, advertising. By means of these agents, the metropolis extended its rule over subordinate regions, both within its own political territory and in outlying domains: directly or indirectly, they expedited the flow of tribute back into the big centers…
Monopoly capitalism: credit finance: pecuniary prestige—these are the three sides of the metropolitan pyramid. Whatever goes on in the big city ultimately traces back to one or another of these elements. The metropolis is the natural reservoir of capital under this economic phase; for its banks, its brokerage offices, its stock exchanges, serve as a collecting point for the savings of the surrounding country, and in the case of world capitals, for the surplus capital of foreign investors. Investors and manufacturers both gravitate to the metropolis: the more constant the need for credit capital, the more important for the borrower to be close to the big banks that can advance it.
The concentration of financial power in national or semi-national banks, like the Banks of England and France, or in the hands of politically irresponsible private bankers, like the Houses of Rothschild and Morgan, is a characteristic feature of this regime. As Balzac clearly saw at the very beginning of this concentration, the banker was supreme: directly or indirectly, he manipulated the puppets that appeared on the political stage: he contributed to the funds of the political parties, and his sanction was as necessary to the success of a political policy or an industrial invention as/his veto was fatal.

Mumford CC 1938: 229 

Megalopolis is the beginning of the end of the city, the ‘beginning of the decline’. Mumford has to be quoted at length here. His words are precise and directly to the point and require no further elaboration or interpretation.


 The city under the influence of a capitalistic mythos concentrates upon bigness and power. The owners of the instruments of production and distribution subordinate every other fact in life to the achievement of riches and the display of wealth. Physical conquest by military means: financial domination by trade and legal processes: loans, mortgages, speculative enterprises. The agricultural base extends: the lines of supply become more tenuous: the impulse to aggressive enterprise and enterprising aggression grows as the lust for power diminishes the attraction of all other attributes of life: as the moral sense becomes more callous and the will-to-culture increasingly impotent. Standardization, largely in pecuniary terms, of the cultural products themselves in art, literature, architecture, and language. Mechanical reproduction takes the place of original art: bigness takes the place of form: voluminousness takes the place of significance. Triumph of mechanism in every department: passivity: manual helplessness: bureaucratism: failure of direct action.
Megalopolis ushers in an age of cultural aggrandizement: scholarship and science by tabulation: sterile research: elaborate fact-finding apparatus and refined technic with no reference to rational intellectual purpose or ultimate possibilities of social use: Alexandrianism. Belief in abstract quantity in every department of life: the biggest monuments, the highest buildings, the most expensive materials, the largest food supply, the greatest number of worshipers, the biggest population. Education becomes quantitative: domination of the cram-machine and the encyclopedia, and domination of megalopolis as concrete encyclopedia: all-containing. Knowledge divorced from life: industry divorced from life-utility: life itself compartmentalized, dis-specialized, finally disorganized and enfeebled…
Over-investment in the material apparatus of bigness. Diversion of energy from the biological and social ends of life to the preparatory physical means. Outright exploitation of the proletariat and increasing conflict between organized workers and the master classes. Occasional attempts at insurance by philanthropy on the part of the possessing classes: justice in homeopathic doses. Occasional outbursts of savage repression on the part of frightened bourgeoisie, employing basest elements in the city. As conflict intensifies rise of a coalition between landed oligarchy, trained in combat, and a megalopolitan rabble of speculators, enterprisers, and financiers who furnish the sinews of war and profit by all the occasions for class-suppression, price-lifting, and looting that it gives. The city as a means of association, as a haven of culture, becomes a means of dissociation and a growing threat to real culture. Smaller cities are drawn into the megalopolitan network: they practice imitatively the megalo-politan vices, and even sink to lower levels because of lack of higher institutions of learning and culture that still persist in bigger centers. The threat of widespread barbarism arises. Now follow, with cumulative force and increasing volume, the remaining downward movements of the cycle. (Mumford CC 1938:290/1 

Should current trends go unchecked, megalopolis would develop into Tyrannopolis, run by gangster-dictators who emerge as the result of the need to impose order upon a rapidly disintegrating civilisation. These gangster-dictators would rule with the consent of the middle classes, anxious to preserve the social order upon which their class privilege depends. 

Mumford defines Tyrannopolis. 

Extensions of parasitism throughout the economic and social scene: the function of spending paralyzes all the higher activities of culture and no act of culture can be justified that does not involve display and expense. Politics becomes competition for the exploitation of the municipal and state exchequer by this or that class or group. Extirpation of organs of communal and civic life other than "state." Caesarism. Development of predatory means as a substitute for trade and give-and-take: naked exploitation of colonies and hinterland: intensification of the cycles of commercial depression, following overexpansion of industry and dubious speculative enterprise, heightened by wars and war-preparations. Failure of the economic and political rulers to maintain the bare decencies of administration: place-hunting, privilege-seeking, bonus-collecting) favor-currying, nepotism, grafting, tribute-exacting become rife both in government and business. Widespread moral apathy and failure of civic responsibility: each group, each individual, takes what it can get away with. Widening of the gap between producing classes and spending classes. Multiplication of a Lumpenproletariat demanding its share of bread and shows. Overstress of mass-sports. Parasitic love of sinecures in every department of life. Demand for "protection money" made by armed thugs and debased soldiery: organized looting, organized blackmail are "normal" accompaniments of business and municipal enterprise. Domination of respectable people who behave like criminals and of criminals whose activities do not debar them from respectability.
Imperialistic wars, internal and external, result in starvation, epidemics of disease, demoralization of life: uncertainty hangs over every prospect of the future: armed protection increases all the hazards of life. Municipal and state bankruptcy. Drain of local taxes to service increasing load of local debt. Necessity to appeal to the state for further aid in periods of economic disorganization: loss of autonomy. Drain of national taxes to support the growing military establishment of the state. This burden penalizes the remnants of honest industry and agriculture, and further disrupts the supply of elementary material goods. Decrease in agricultural production by soil-mining and erosion, through falling off in acreage, through the withholding of crops from the city by resentful husbandmen. Decline in rate of population-increase through birth control, abortion, mass slaughter, and suicide: eventual absolute decline in numbers. General loss of nerve. Attempt to create order by external military means: rise of gangster-dictators (Hitler, Mussolini) with active consent of the bourgeoisie and systematic terrorism by praetorian guards. Recrudescence of superstition and deliberate cult of savagery: barbarian invasions from within and without. Beginnings of megalopolitan exodus. Material deficiencies and lapses of cultural continuity: repression and censorship. Cessation of productive work in the arts and sciences.

Mumford CC 1938: 291/2

In time, Tyrannopolis degenerates into Necropolis, the ‘final stage’ of the end of the city. In Necropolis, the city that has become a tomb by war, disease and famine. 

Necropolis. War and famine and disease rack both city and countryside. The physical towns become mere shells. Those who remain in them are unable to carry on the old municipal services or maintain the old civic life: what remains of that life is at best a clumsy caricature. The names persist; the reality vanishes. The monuments and books no longer convey meaning; the old routine of life involves too much effort to carry on: the streets fall info disrepair and grass grows in the cracks of the pavement: the viaducts break down, the water mains become empty; the rich shops, once looted, remain empty of goods by reason of the failure of trade or production. Relapse into the more primitive rural occupations. The historic culture survives, if at all, in the provinces and the remote villages, which share the collapse but are not completely carried down by it or submerged in the debris. First the megalopolis becomes a lair: then its occupants are either hunted out by some warrior band, seeking the last remnants of conquest in gold or women or random luxuries, or they gradually fall away of their own accord. The living forms of the ancient city become a tomb for dying: sand sweeps over the ruins: so Babylon, Nineveh, Rome. In short, Necropolis, the city of the dead: flesh turned to ashes: life turned into a meaningless pillar of salt.

Mumford CC 1938: 291/2

History is full of burying grounds, cemeteries of human hopes and illusions, a slaughterbench that claims the lives of all those civilisations that do not learn ‘the art of living in harmonious relations with nature and with other communities.’ (Mumford CC 1938:292). Decline and fall is a reality which has overtaken many civilizations which once considered themselves to be all-powerful, unassailable and eternal. 


However, Mumford insists, one must not make the mistake of identifying the logical stages of a process, as discovered and systematized by intellectual analysis, with the living reality. There is nothing inevitable about the course of history, no matter how much the intellect detects a process at work. Intellect is an active force in altering the course of history. ‘For in real life, in real cultures, history does not present a solid laminated block of uniform dimensions that one may break down into smaller blocks, each unified within itself to form part of a consistent whole. End-processes often occur in the middle of a culture; accidental mischances and injuries may bring to the middle-aged the normal deteriorations of senescence. Likewise early processes or rejuvenating reactions may be noted in the final phases of the most mechanized civilization. In short, time as experience and duration upsets this logical order, which is based chiefly on time as an attribute of spatial movement. Mutations arise in human communities from unexpected sources: the social heritage makes society much less of a unity than we are compelled to conceive it, by the nature of language, when we interrupt the complex stream of actual life in order to take account of it in thought. Out of these mutations, a new social dominant may arrive: veritably a saving remnant.’ (Mumford CC 1938: 293). 
Mumford thus points out that the final stage in civilization is often reached at an intermediate point in urban development. If intellect can detect the end long before it is in sight, then there is some hope for altering the course of history, human beings as knowledgeable change agents within an historical process that has become conscious.

In other words, the life course of cities is essentially different from that of most higher organisms. Cities exhibit the phenomena of broken growth, of partial death, of self-regeneration. Cities and city cultures may have sudden beginnings from remote gestations; and they are capable of prolongations as physical organizations through the life-spans of more than one culture: witness Damascus, most ancient of surviving towns, already venerable in St. Paul's day. It is only as parable rather than as scientific statement that one may talk of the spring or winter of a civilization as if the cycle had a climatic inevitability, or of the birth and death of a culture-phase, as if any contemporary observer could confidently recognize either the birth-cry or the death-rattle.

Mumford CC 1938:295 

The only way to avoid the totalitarianism that current trends and tendencies promised was a renewal of a regionalism based upon the total reorganisation of the social order around garden city nuclei. For Mumford, this defined the political task for future generations (CC 1938:300/493).
Mumford recognises that the boast of the metropolis is that it is a world city is not an idle one, with numerous centres of world-contact and concentration points for travellers and administrators. Mumford points to advances in international communication. ‘What was once present only in an urban point, is now available throughout a whole region.’ (Mumford CC 1938:297).
However, in order to function, the ‘world city’ requires a ‘world order’. Mumford’s words in 1938 are pertinent in an era of globalisation, demanding a need to rescale the world order in order to recover placed-based social and moral meaning. 
A world in disorder can find no use for such a city, except to make it a center of political aggression and financial aggrandizement, incapable of performing the essential functions of a city even for its own teeming population. Any effective effort to reconstitute the metropolis demands something more than local traffic plans or local building regulations: as Benton MacKaye has said, to diminish the congestion of traffic at Times Square it may be necessary to reroute the export of wheat from the hinterland; and what is true for traffic holds for the other functions of the city. Most metropolitan planning has involved the use of seven local maids with seven mops to hold back the sea.
Any effort to reconstitute the metropolis, in other words, must go against the basic pattern of the metropolitan economy. It must work against population increase, against multiplying the mechanical facilities for congestion, against the expansion of the continuous urban area, against unmanageable bigness and irrational "greatness." The proof that this alone provides a suitable occasion for the relief of metropolitan difficulties lies in the experience of the last twenty-five years. (Mumford CC 1938: 297). 

Mumford details current trends towards Tyrranopolis and Necropolis and declares:
To cast off the dead-form of the metropolitan order, and to concentrate its surviving energies upon the social utilization of its real goods, within the greater regional framework, is perhaps the most pressing task of our civilization: the issues of war and peace, socialization or disorganization, culture or barbarism, rest in good part on our success in handling this problem. 

Mumford is not pessimistic, pointing to the fact that the symbols of the new social order have already appeared. A new way of living has disclosed itself in new buildings, the positive foundations for this order have been laid in the biological and the sociological sciences. The demands and readjustments entailed are more profound than a merely economic revolution. ‘The next step lies in contriving the political organization appropriate to this new task, and in working out, in concrete detail, the effective economic means.’ (Mumford CC 1938: 298).
For all of his praise of organicism and respect for the factor of time, Mumford is not an advocate of some vague evolution. On the contrary, he points to knowledge as playing a key role in bringing about change.





Mumford’s position combines both organicism and rationalism, knowledge being absorbed into transformatory praxis to ensure that action is guided by theory, in addition to generating further knowledge. Further, Mumford’s emphasis upon knowledge is not elitist but actively democratic as a community insight and capacity.





Arguments like this show why Lewis Mumford is such a difficult theorist to pigeon-hole; he doesn’t fit existing categories and boxes easily. Mumford praises organic change or evolution just as much as any conservative, but he also points to the active role of knowledge, enlightenment, in bringing about desirable ends leading beyond the present. The transformations which Mumford projects point to human beings as self-conscious change agents. Mumford is both an organicist and a rationalist. In emphasising that knowledge is absorbed into the community as a self-conscious, collective insight there, Mumford avoids a theoretico-elitist model of change via experts raised over the community. This allows Mumford to emphasise the role of reason in social transformation.





In The Culture of Cities (1938) and The Pentagon of Power (1970), Mumford critically examines the evolution of urban civilisation in order to advocate a decentralised regionalism in planning. As against the centralised vision of social and political life in the Capital City, Mumford pursued the decentralised alternative. Mumford sought an efficient mode of life in a social and ecological terms by the careful planning of the relation of work and residence. Reducing travel distances with regard to work, school and shopping was now possible through the new technics of flexible transportation and electrical power. And this requires government intervention. ‘City development must be placed, as in Holland, under competent regional and local authorities, who empowered to purchase land, to design and build and operate new communities’ (CC 1938:436).

Mumford conceives decentralisation as a practical alternative to the uniformity and conformity of ‘machine civilisation’ on account of its organic quality and diversity. Mumford emphasises the liberating character of electric power lines, automobiles, radios, superhighways, airlines, aluminium. Mumford also argues for the need to transcend technology so as to create a healthier biological and social environment.

Crucial to Mumford’s argument is the antithesis of organicism and mechanicism. ‘So long as the machine was uppermost, people thought quantitatively in terms of expansion, extension, progress, mechanical multiplication, power. With the organicism uppermost, it becomes possible to think qualitatively in terms of growth, norms, shapes, inter-relationships, implications, associations, societies .. once established, the vital and social order must subsume the mechanical one, and dominate it: in practice as well as in thought’ (CC 1970:303; Miller and Melvin 1987:169/70).
Against the mechanicism of the rationalised social order, Mumford emphasises the organic character of a decentralised ecological regionalism. Mumford’s ideal conception of regionalism entails decentralisation, smaller physical scale and greater geographical dispersal. The various dispersed entities would be connected to each other within a regional network. In  Technics and Civilisation , Mumford identifies Henry Ford’s ‘Village Industry’ experiments as an example of the kind of decentralisation on a regional scale that he advocates. Ford’s experiments were criticised as public relations or as union busting exercises (Segal 1988:181/223). Without ever becoming the apologist for Ford’s labour relations or politics, Mumford was more concerned to emphasise the role of new technology in facilitating the transfer of production processes from the central facilities to form a regional network of decentralised plants.
In the Culture of Cities Mumford acknowledges that previous schemes for industrial decentralisation, often branch plants away from major plants, originated in the pursuit of higher profits or in the concern to undermine the unions. Mumford decries the general lack of small scale, of decentralised industries as well as of the garden cities capable of sustaining them. In the most public example of planned regionalism in existence at that time, the Tennessee Valley Authority, Mumford is concerned to argue that industrial decentralisation is as economically efficient and as profitable as the centralisation traditionally favoured. Thus ‘bigger no longer automatically means better’. Rather, ‘the new marks of efficient industry’ are ‘flexibility of the power unit, closer adaptation of means to ends, nicer tuning of operation’ (TC 1934).
In a review of  Technics and Civilisation, Mumford was taken to task for not developing this idea further: ‘There are signs that Neotechnic industry will decentralise itself .. With decentralisation will go the slums, the diseases of the city, the evils of overcrowding, all that he righteously attacks .. And with the possibility of decentralisation and a return to the small community comes also the possibility of rational city planning, a subject on which he has written in the past’ (Kaempffort 1934:17).

The accumulation of power is the counterpart of the concentration and centralisation of capital. This is the dynamic behind the abstracting, rationalising and bureaucratising tendencies of the modern world. And it enables the state power to accumulate the resources it needs to wage war. Mumford thus identifies the tendencies to unreason and violence in the contemporary world in the megastructures of the system. To overcome these megastructures of power, Mumford develops a conception of decentralised public spaces. 
For Mumford, ‘purely material changes’ are insufficient to produce a new urban order. ‘Buildings do not make a city; and the adequate planning of buildings is only a part of the necessary social schema.’ (Mumford CC 1938:483/4). Decentralisation involves ‘more than .. the [distribution of] overburdened physical plant and equipment of metropolis: [it] means equally the spread and reintegration of the organs of the common life’ (PNY 193 :25). Mumford points to the importance of social groups to communal life. In Sticks and Stones, Mumford argued that a city, properly speaking, is not defined by the accretion of houses, but by the association of human beings. Social groups are crucial to this associationalism. There is therefore a need to provide this associationalism with the necessary material organs of existence.





Mumford  thus seeks the reinvigoration of the public sphere in the commons. This would be the locus of the mutualist values and practices constituting civic order. Mumford calls back to life the civic culture of the New England township democracy in which citizens ‘saw and heard their fellow citizens, and .. discussed problems relating to a unit immediately within their grasp and vision’ (CC 1938:483).

Mumford’s decentralised public sphere emerges as a modern polis democracy. Mumford’s ‘neighbourhood unit’ is the polis, an association of free and equal citizens practising face-to-face democracy. The importance of neighbourhood units is more than a matter of physical design. It is necessary to ‘organise neighbourhoods and corporate organisations’ so as to underline the ‘political functions of the community’ (CC 1938:483). This means going beyond the ‘abstract and disembodied’ conception of parliamentary democracy (CC 1938:483), designing cities so as to strengthen the local institutions of social self-government (CC 1938:484).

Mumford outlines the contours of a decentralised urban public sphere. As against an ‘an abstract and disembodied political democracy’ focused on the polling booth, local units need to be invested with real governing power. Mumford envisages the self-governing community constituted by an extensive network of social groups, ensuring the exchange of information and communication channels, within an expansive conception of public space. Mumford thus establishes the theoretical basis for regarding political government as coextensive with the entire social fabric. Mumford thus envisages the expansion of public spaces.





Mumford thus sought to dissolve the megastructures of centralised power into an invigorated local sphere. Mumford invoked the principles of the garden city in arguing that all land and buildings are to be put under the ownership of a ‘common authority’. This ensures that ‘such increments [in real estate value] that may arise through the growth of the Garden City must be reserved for the community’ (CC 1938:396).

Mumford conceives the urban public sphere as a modern polis democracy. 

The philosopher Immanuel Kant tended to state his argument in architectonic terms: 'there is yet another consideration which is more philosophical and architectonic in character; namely to grasp the idea of the whole correctly and thence to view all parts in their mutual relations' (Preface to the Critique of Practical Reason). Kant’s approach has clear affinities with Plato, a key influence upon Mumford. Plato argued that to discover the true nature of political and social justice it is necessary to ‘first look for its quality in states, and then only examine it also in the individual, looking for the likeness of the greater in the form of the less’ (Plato, Republic, trans. Paul Shorey, in Hamilton and Cairns, eds., Collected Dialogues, 368e-369a). The architectonic is a crucial concept. Mumford frequently framed his argument in architectonic terms, setting the parts within a structured whole. 


The key to a fresh architectural image of the city as a whole lies in working toward an organic unit of urban order which will hold together its component parts through successive changes in function and purpose from generation to generation. While such an archetypal image can never be fully realized, this concept of the city as a whole, restated in contemporary terms, will help to define the character of each institutional structure. 

Mumford UP 1968: 155/6 

The architechtonic neatly encapsulates the way that Mumford structured his urban prescriptions on the foundations of strong first principles. 

The moral should be plain: we must design whole social units: we must design cities: and in the order of design the arrangement of the essential social institutes, their adequate provision and service-ing, is a key to the rest of the structure. It is on the purely instrumental physical services that we must practice the most stringent economy, even parsimony; it is on the political and educational services that we must spend with a lavish hand. This means a new order of design and a different type of designer: it means that that emphasis will shift progressively from the stage-set to the drama, and that the handling of the social activities and relationships will engage the fuller attention of the planner. In time, this will have the effect of reducing the instrumental arts of town planning to fairly stable routine, while a greater amount of energy and economic support will be set free for the expressive arts: painting and sculpture, drama and music, will again have greater importance than sanitation and sewage and the studious habits of antisepsis.




Mumford is arguing for the local urban sphere in holistic terms, embracing social, cultural, geographic and ecological dimensions. The local sphere not only gives a sense of place. It is a self-constituted social order which involves ‘an active trade union and cooperative movement: the first to push wages upward, claim a larger share of the total product, and create an effective political demand for government-aided housing: the second to organise and administer the units built, focusing and interpreting the consumers demand, acting as a mediator between the official agencies and the professional services and eventual occupants’ (CC 1938:471). This is to establish the ‘structures of common life’.

Mumford advocated a principled decentralisation as against decentralisation as an end in itself. Mumford was well aware of reactionary and exclusive incarnations of the neighbourhood ideal, private enclaves of class privilege in a socially unjust order. Mumford’s decentralisation thus occurs within an extension of public spaces within the realm of social justice. To avoid a privileged particularism, Mumford  acknowledged the need for an overarching governmental framework capable of embodying the universal good.





This chapter closes with a discussion of some of the problems that arise as a result of Mumford’s vagueness with respect to political strategy.
Mumford was ready to accept the involvement of the state in subsidising housing, controlling land use and directing trade. His failure to distinguish ‘the political’ from the state and his failure to be explicit on questions of political organisation creates a worrying ambiguity in Mumford’s politics. The decentralisation of political power seems to be accompanied by the increased exercise of state power in the common interest. This implies a vacuum which invites a bureaucratisation which contradicts Mumford’s intentions. Mumford is really attempting to establish appropriate relations between the particular and the universal so as to ensure the democratic constitution of the common good from below. Mumford could thus argue in favour of participatory local government replacing representative government (CC 1938:483) whilst also emphasising the need for a supranational ‘world authority’ (CC 1938:370). The legitimacy and self-representation of particular local interests needs to be affirmed within a common framework that secures the universal interest. In this sense, participatory and representative forms are not antithetical but form a continuum which is mutually enhancing. Mumford thus argues that localism can only be successful through the creation of networks of power necessary to achieving the public interest. This end is articulated through the ‘Service State’ which is needed to ‘reapportion the existing balance of power within the “nation” to equalise the privileges of different regions and groups, and to distribute the benefits of human culture’ (CC 1938:364). That this ambiguity could actually facilitate the strengthening of the power of the state rather than its diffusion becomes all the more likely in the context of Mumford’s tendency to support reformist programmes 
Christopher Lasch notes that, from the very state, in the early 1920's, Mumford’s tendency toward cultural criticism was based on the mistaken assumption that the profound cultural transformation which Mumford sought could proceed apart from political change. (Christopher Lasch, "Lewis Mumford and the Myth of the Machine," Salamagundi 49 (Summer 1980): 4-28.) Mumford’s ‘organic’ perspective could lead him to emphasise passive evolution as against deliberate political organisation, intervention, and change. This explains Mumford’s tendency to reformism and even to elitism in social and planning programmes. Throughout his career, in his involvement with planning and housing movements, Mumford exhibited a pronounced tendency toward a pragmatic politics. This reformism at the level of means contradicts the radicalism of Mumford’s ends, strengthening the very state bureaucratic agencies that Mumford sought to diminish in favour of community control and participation. This schizophrenia with respect to theory and practice runs throughout Mumford’s perspective. Thus Mumford can show clearly the connection between the modern state and organised war, in early articles like "Wardom and the State," (Dial, 4 October 1919, pp. 303-305) in The City and History, all the dramatic conclusions of The Myth of the Machine. Yet Mumford could also invoke the tradition of liberal democracy in order to build opposition to fascism. Mumford had surely shown in his writings that fascistic politics were inherent in the origins of the modern megamachine.
This failure of politics is a serious point when it comes to Mumford’s moralism, his tendency later in life to place his faith in a moral transformation whilst being silent on the role of popular praxis. The two go together. The truth is that Mumford profoundly distrusted revolutionary politics, fearing that the disturbance caused by such a transformation would cause more problems that it solved. Mumford’s approach has plenty in common with that of his mentors, particularly Ebeneezer Howard, who plainly conceived the garden city as an alternative to a socialist revolution. Howard’s Garden Cities of Tomorrow was initially published under the title Tomorrow: a Peaceful Path to Real Reform. That title also summed up Mumford’s politics, the view that more enduring changes emerge from organic roots rather than political force. That said, Mumford’s views are not anti-politics. Mumford remained true to the original, Aristotelian definition of politics as politikon bion, a public life. Such a public life is quite distinct from the state. Mumford’s involvement with existing planning and housing movements was therefore less a reformism supporting the status quo than an endless search for public openings, identifying and expanding the public space through which regionalist and decentralist ideas and practices could be squeezed. Even so, Mumford can still be criticised for never really ensuring that his ecological vision was backed by an ecological praxis, hence the danger that his tendency to reformism through existing institutions and processes could divert and dilute his message.

Mumford’s conception of decentralisation is nuanced and is not to be identified with democracy as such. The spatial decentralisation contained in Marshall McLuhan’s ‘global village’ and Alvin Toffler’s ‘electronic cottages’ does not necessarily imply decentralised decision making. Rather, Mumford emphasises the probability of decisions continuing to be made at the top and being relayed downwards in hierarchical fashion. Mumford had anticipated McLuhan by three decades and, in so doing, had expressed scepticism with regard to the view that instantaneous communication makes for greater democracy. In allowing for critical reflection, distance in time and space may well be crucial to good judgements and decisions (FK 1975:328/30). The qualifications that Mumford makes with respect to modern communication and transportation systems also apply to computers. Acutely aware of the extent to which computers can be misused, Mumford repeats his argument for decentralised decision making as against ‘remote control’ (PP 1970:180/1).


Throughout his career, Mumford  was not free from charges of elitism in his practise. Mumford is an eloquent advocate of decentralised decision making and democratic planning whilst also presenting arguments which he justifies as being in the best interests of the citizenry. To be completely consistent, would Mumford not have had to have remained silent in order to allow citizens themselves to determine their own interests? Would that have not been the only way to respect citizens as autonomous agents? Yet it is the fact that, subject to external pressures and socialised according to false values, citizens are not self-determining or autonomous in this regard, which means that Mumford has no alternative but to break his democratic premises. This is the old ‘paradox of emancipation’ which continues to haunt radical politics, the problem that the people to be emancipated are too corrupted by repressive conditions and culture to be able to emancipate themselves. From Plato’s Philosopher-Ruler to Rousseau’s Legislator to Buonarroti and Weitling’s ‘Workers’ Dictator’ to the Dictatorship of the Proletariat becoming the Dictatorship of the Officials to the Marxist-Leninist ‘Party’, an ideal agency has always had to intervene in order to ensure the common good or interest is served. The problem is an old one. In the process of this ideal intervention, an authoritarian-elitist relationship has been instituted. For his part Mumford, whilst retaining an aloofness from politics, often advocated a reformism with an authoritarian-elitist character. Mumford certainly relied upon professionals in architecture, planning and engineering when attempting to implement his vision. In arguing for regional, geographic and economic decentralisation, environmental care and cultural rejuvenation, Mumford insists that ‘we must recover the human scale’. Quite so. The problem is that when Mumford gets down to fashioning the ideal into a detailed programme he advocates a top down ‘discipline’ and ‘rehabilitation’ (If I Were a Dictator 1933:631 632). As tends to be the case with such schemes, such authoritarian planning is justified as a temporary measure, a rationale that Mumford had consistently rejected when presented by other writers.

Mumford’s principles and his vision of the good city are attractive, consistent with the rest of his writing on the soundest features of The City in History. The great problem is that Mumford’s failure to connect his vision with the agencies and forces for its realisation expose him to the charge of utopianism or, in the very least, moralism. The end of the ‘Green Republic’ or the Regional City requires at least some political awareness. And here, Mumford’s aversion to Marxism, his concern to preserve his distance from practical politics, weakens his position. Without a political organisation, a strategy for political mobilisation, Mumford is left predicating social transformation upon moral persuasion and inner conversion. The institutional forms of social and cultural revolution are passed over in silence.

Mumford was sceptical of Marxist politics and of formal political organisation. Mumford felt that such politics failed to get to the root of the matter in the heart of society, in its morality and culture and everyday practices. Mumford sought a more profound change than that which took place within the state or over the title deeds of property. Mumford suspected that the politics of the radical parties would lead to no substantial change.

Mumford’s points against party political radicalism are well made. But whatever their deficiencies at the level of political practice, the Marxists have had the merit of addressing fundamental questions of class relations, power, control and systemic dynamics. The Marxists are able to criticise society by reference to objective structures and relations which shape and direct the productive and political life of society according to the interplay of material and class interests. There are objective reasons why the city is subject to boundless growth, why it becomes a site for accumulation, why no limits are respected, why apparently irrational policies are favoured over clearly rational alternatives. 

In contrast to this class analysis, Mumford adopts the organic method of social analysis. The health of society as a biological organism depends upon harmony, balance and internal cooperation between the component parts. Naturally, as was apparent in the Culture of Cities, Mumford was led to romanticize the late Middle Ages as a time when all social groups and classes were united in the pursuit of shared universal values (Farrell 1941:417/38).
There is a need to identify the societal dynamics of urban change, setting urban issues within a set of causal relations. There are powerful economic factors and imperatives at work, expressed through particular class agencies and actors, making change the result of organic evolution rather than class relations leaves urban principles and prescriptions without political implication. There is a need to identify which social actors are conservative in defence of the existing order and their position within it, which are potentially revolutionary, which possess the structural capacity to engage in social transformation, which possess social and material futurity, which actors, in fine, possess the power and the motivation to realise the vision of an ideal future.
In Mumford’s organic analysis, change proceeds in an evolutionary manner without regard to class struggles, interests and politics. One can therefore be critical of Mumford’s presentation of the character of life in the Medieval City as too closely resembling the organic regionalism that he favoured in the present. Such a view too easily slides into a medievalism in which the cure for the present social ills is sought in an irretrievable past. Interestingly, missing from Mumford’s argument is a critical analysis of the religiously ordered, hierarchical class structure which underpinned the medieval corporate community he praised so highly and which, according to Weber and Foucault, lay behind the processes of a disciplinary modern rationalisation.
Although Mumford’s silences with respect to the political implications of social change recur throughout his career, Mumford is not to be criticised too harshly. Any movement for local and citizen control can make use of professionals and incorporate their expertise within a broader democratic movement. The democratic argument against elitism does not identify expertise as such as elitist. Further, the relation between the experts and the demos is a recurring problem in radical theory and practice. Marx had thought that he had overthrown the theoretico-elitist model of revolutionary transformation through his conception of revolutionary-critical praxis. This conception affirmed the coincidence of changing society and self-change on the part of the agents of social transformation. The Leninist doctrine of ‘the party’ reinstated the old model of the agency for change being imported into the mass movement ‘from the outside’.
Like many radical thinkers, Mumford had trouble over the means. His end, however, remained clear and worthy: ‘planning demands for its success not an authoritarian society but a society in which free thought and voluntary action and experimental effort still play a major part in its existence’ (Mumford 1937:x).
For Mumford, regionalism and decentralisation offer a feasible utopia with which to challenge the anti-utopia of the megamachine. And regionalism and decentralisation also offer the best protection against despair. Mumford could be pessimistic about the future: ‘it seems to me that, on the basis of rational calculations, derived from what must admittedly be incomplete evidence, if the forces that now dominate us continue on their present path, they must lead to the collapse of the whole historical fabric, not just this or that great nation or empire’.
Despite this pessimism, Mumford has offered grounds for hope. These grounds centre upon the need for human scale, for decentralisation, for the recognition of limits, balance, form with respect to towns, cities, regions, nations, the buildings and relationships contained therein.

 5 THE CITY IN HISTORY

The City in History from 1961 is a rewritten version of The Culture of Cities. Mumford in 1961 is less hopeful concerning the future of the city than he had been in 1938. He nevertheless reaffirms the decentralist, regionalist approach to town and country planning that had characterised the earlier book.
Mumford arranges the evolution of urban civilisation in this order – the classical polis, Rome, the Medieval City, the Baroque or Imperial City, Coketown, Megalopolis. He traces the city back to its origins. ‘Before the city, there was the hamlet and the shrine and the village’. ‘Human life swings between two poles: movement and settlement.’ Mumford locates the origins of an active civil life in the Paleolithic shrines and burial places, the homes of the gods and the ancestral spirits. 

In the development of permanent human settlements, we find an expression of animal needs similar to those in other social species; but even the most primitive urban beginnings reveal more than this. Soon after one picks up man's trail in the earliest campfire or chipped-stone tool one finds evidence of interests and anxieties that have no animal counterpart; in particular, a ceremonious concern for the dead, manifested in their deliberate burial - with growing evidences of pious apprehension and dread.
Early man's respect for the dead, itself an expression of fascination with his powerful images of daylight fantasy and nightly dream, perhaps had an even greater role than more practical needs in causing him to seek a fixed meeting place and eventually a continuous settlement. Mid the uneasy wanderings of Palaeolithic man, the dead were the first to have a permanent dwelling: a cavern, a mound marked by a cairn, a collective barrow. These were landmarks to which the living probably returned at intervals, to commune with or placate the ancestral spirits.

Mumford CH 1961 :14/5)

Mumford’s argument expresses the circularity of nature in that it recognises the biological cycle of birth, life, death and rebirth, for civilisations as well as for individuals.





Mumford argues that ‘two of the three original aspects of temporary settlement have to do with sacred things, not just with physical survival’, and ‘relate to a more valuable and meaningful kind of life, with a consciousness that entertains past and future, apprehending the primal mystery of sexual generation and the ultimate mystery of death and what may lie beyond death.’

As the city takes form, much more will be added: but these central concerns abide as the very reason for the city's existence, inseparable from the economic substance that makes it possible. In the earliest gathering about a grave or a painted symbol, a great stone or a sacred grove, one has the beginning of a succession of civic institutions that range from the temple to the astronomical observatory, from the theatre to the university. 
Thus even before the city is a place of fixed residence, it begins as a meeting place to which people periodically return: the magnet comes before the container, and this ability to attract non-residents to it for intercourse and spiritual stimulus no less than trade remains one of the essential criteria of the city, a witness to its inherent dynamism, as opposed to the more fixed and indrawn form of the village, hostile to the outsider. 

Mumford CH 1961: 18

The origins of the city, then, are not simply material but sacred and spiritual. Human beings have an idea of the city which invests the natural cycle of life and death with meaning and purpose. 

The first germ of the city, then, is in the ceremonial meeting place that serves as the goal for pilgrimage: a site to which family or clan groups are drawn back, at seasonable intervals, because it concentrates, in addition to any natural advantages it may have, certain 'spiritual' or supernatural powers, powers of higher potency and greater duration, of wider cosmic significance, than the ordinary processes of life. And though the human performances may be occasional and temporary, the structure that supports it, whether a Palaeolithic grotto or a Mayan ceremonial centre with its lofty pyramid, will be endowed with a more lasting cosmic image. 

Mumford CH 1961:18 

This means that the mind, detached from its immediate animal needs, comes to play freely over the whole canvas of existence, and ‘to leave its imprint on both natural structures, like caves and trees and springs, and man-made artifacts, elaborated in their image.’ (Mumford CH 1961:18).

The first real unit of associational settlement is the Neolithic village. Mumford portrays this age in idyllic terms as being characterised by security, communal cooperation and intimate face-to-face relations. Work is integrated with play, conversation, ritual, all within a rough equality (CH 1961:1/16).

Mumford highlights the connection of the agricultural revolution with a sexual revolution ‘that gave predominance, not to the hunting male, agile, swift of foot, ready to kill, ruthless by vocational necessity, but to the more passive female, attached to her children, slowed down in movement to a child's pace, guarding and nurturing the young of all sorts…. planting seeds and watching over the seedlings, perhaps first in a fertility rite, before the growth and multiplication of seeds suggested a further possibility of enlarging the food crop. (Mumford CH 1961: 20). 

Let me emphasize neolithic man's concentration on organic life and growth: not merely a sampling and testing of what nature had provided, but a discriminating selection and propagation, to such good purpose that historic man has not added a plant or animal of major importance to those domesticated or cultivated by neolithic communities. Domestication in all its aspects implies two large changes: permanence and continuity in residence, and the exercise of control and foresight over processes once subject to the caprices of nature. With this go habits of gentling and nurturing and breeding. Here woman's needs, woman's solicitudes, woman's intimacy with the processes of growth, woman's capacity for tenderness and love, must have played a dominating part. With the great enlargement of the food supply that resulted from the cumulative domestication of plants and animals, woman's central place in the new economy was established. 

Mumford thus argues that 'home and mother' are written over every phase of neolithic agriculture and the new village centres. ‘It was woman who wielded the digging stick or the hoe: she who tended the garden crops and accomplished those masterpieces of selection and cross-fertilization which turned raw wild species into the prolific and richly nutritious domestic varieties: it was woman who made the first containers, weaving baskets and coiling the first clay pots. In form, the village, too, is her creation: for whatever else the village might be, it was a collective nest for the care and nurture of the young. Here she lengthened the period of child-care and playful irresponsibility, on which so much of man's higher development depends.’

Stable village life had an advantage over looser itinerant forms of association in smaller groups in that it provided the maximum facilities for fecundity, nutrition, and protection. By communal sharing of the care of the young, larger numbers could prosper. 

This long period of agricultural and domestic development generated the surplus of food and manpower that made the urban revolution possible. The forethought and conscious moral discipline that neolithic culture extended into every department led to the emergence of the more complex social cooperation associated with the city. Mumford emphasises the role of women in every part of the village bringing about these developments, not least in its physical structures, with their protective enclosures. ‘Security, receptivity, enclosure, nurture - these functions belong to woman; and they take structural expression in every part of the village, in the house and the oven, the byre and the bin, the cistern, the storage pit, the granary, and from there pass on to the city, in the wall and the moat, and all inner spaces, from the atrium to the cloister.’ (Mumford CH 1961: 21).

Mumford continues to accent the importance of women in the origins of the city. His argument identifies Nature as female and defines settlement by way of analogy with natural cycles.

House and village, eventually the town itself, are woman writ large. If this seems a wild psychoanalytic conjecture, the ancient Egyptians stand ready to vouch for  the identification.  In Egyptian hieroglyphics, 'house' or 'town' may stand as symbols for 'mother', as if to confirm the similarity of the individual and the collective nurturing function. In line with this, the more primitive structures - houses, rooms, tombs - are usually round ones: like the original bowl described in Greek myth, which was modelled on Aphrodite's breast. 

Mumford CH 1961: 22

Mumford portrays the Neolithic village as a golden age characterised by security, communal cooperation and intimate face-to-face relations. Work and play are in symbiotic relation, there is a solidary exchange and conversation, ritual, all within a rough equality (CH 1961:1/16).

Village life is embedded in the primary association of birth and place, blood and soil. Each member of it is a whole human being, performing all the functions appropriate to each phase of life, from birth to death, in alliance with natural forces that he venerates and submits to, even though he may be tempted to invoke magical powers to control them in his group's interest. Before the city came into existence, the village had brought forth the neighbour: he who lives near at hand, within calling distance, sharing the crises of life, watching over the dying, weeping sympathetically for the dead, rejoicing at a marriage feast or a childbirth. Neighbours hurry to your aid, as Hesiod reminds us, while even kinsmen 'dawdle over their gear'. 


Mumford thus praises the ‘order and stability of the village’, highlighting its ‘maternal enclosure and intimacy’, its ‘oneness with the forces of nature’. ‘Without  this  communal  identification and mothering, the young become demoralized: indeed, their very power to become fully human may vanish, along with neolithic man's first obligation - the cherishing and nurturing of life.’ Mumford locates the origins of morality in the mores, the life-conserving customs, of the village. The disintegration of these mores embedded in the affective ties and bonds of the village points to the destruction of the city. ‘When these primary bonds dissolve, when the intimate visible community ceases to be a watchful, identifiable, deeply concerned group, then the 'We' becomes a buzzing swarm of TV, and secondary ties and allegiances become too feeble to halt the disintegration of the urban community. Only now that village ways are rapidly disappearing throughout the world can we estimate all that the city owes to them for the vital energy and loving nurture that made possible man's further development.’ (Mumford 1966: 24).





As the routine of neolithic agriculture became more successful, it probably tended to become more fixed and conservative, creating a tendency to emphasise the static qualities of village values. Mumford emphasises the fluid qualities, citing the words of Lao-tse to express the villagers' ideal: ' to delight in their food, to be proud of their clothes, to be content with their home, to rejoice in their customs.'

These village values are disappearing with the rise of the mega-city. Villages are being sucked into the orbits of the highly organized metropolises, undermining an ancient mode of life that satisfies the primal needs of human beings. ‘But once we allow the village to disappear, this ancient factor of safety will vanish. That danger mankind has still to reckon with and forfend.’ (Mumford CH 1961: 69). 
Mumford argues in favour of embodying village values in well proportioned cities containing compact civic centres and varied neighbourhood life. His ideal human community is the village-in-the-city (Mumford-Steams Morse Feb 26 1956 GMP). If human beings take appropriate action, it is still possible to recover the healthy influences of the village and the region and assert them against the destructive, aggressive tendencies of the large modern cities and their power complexes. Mumford shows the path beyond the modern city to the regional city by grafting the evidence from the urban past into a coherent argument (CH 1961:37/46; MM 1967:185 226).
In determining the origins of urban life, Mumford argues that the early construction gangs under the control of supervisory personnel formed the first complex machine, coordinated centrally and functioning with precision and discipline. Mumford draws attention to the impact of this militaristic order upon urban life. Mumford is concerned to check this multiplication of order and discipline as suppressive of the vitality and diversity which is central to urban living. The first cities were control centres rather than marketing or manufacturing centres. In these cities, work was increasingly routinised and specialised through the division of labour, something which had an enfeebling impact as regards human psychology and physiology. The transition from mutualistic village life to power oriented cities introduced repression (CH 1961:21 33/4 65; TOM-H 1972:46).
In time, the hunter's beneficent role became soiled by the sadistic lust for power. Unable to count on a voluntary response from the community, the hunter-king filled the silence with his self-praise. (Mumford 1966:32/3). Whilst the villages protected by the hunter flourished better than those without protection, ‘the very prosperity and peaceableness of the neolithic village may have caused its protectors to exchange the watchdog's role for the wolf's, demanding 'protection money', so to say, in an increasingly one-sided transaction.’ Mumford draws the analogy with the contemporary world, where ‘one gang chieftain or another controlling prosperous business enterprises and powerful labour unions, laying huge if under-cover taxes on amusement, transportation, and building, brazenly suborning judges and enlisting policemen in partnership, we are in a position to understand the success of these earlier chieftains. The cowed villagers submitted, lest the protector show uglier teeth than animals he offered protection against. This natural evolution of the hunter into political chieftain probably paved the way for his further ascent into power.’ (Mumford CH 1961:33). 
Yet Mumford is careful not to exaggerate the element of coercion at the beginning, drawing attention instead to ‘the further concentration of technical, political, and religious power, which transformed the uncouth, primitive chieftain into the awe-inspiring king.’ (Mumford 1966:33). 
Mumford draws the distinction between the explosion of power in the modern world and the origins of centralised coercive states in the implosion of power.

The many diverse elements of the community hitherto scattered over a great valley system and occasionally regions far beyond, were mobilized and packed together under pressure, behind the massive walls of the city. Even the gigantic forces of nature were brought under conscious human direction: tens of thousands of men moved into action as one machine under centralized command, building irrigation ditches, canals, urban mounds, ziggurats, temples, palaces, pyramids, on a scale hitherto inconceivable. As an immediate outcome of the new power mythology, the machine itself had been invented: long invisible to archaeologists because the substance of which it was composed - human bodies - had been dismantled and decomposed. The city was the container that brought about this implosion, and through its very form held together the new forces, intensified their internal reactions, and raised the whole level of achievement. 

Mumford CH 1961: 45

Mumford makes an important distinction between this first urban epoch and our own.





This makes the point that even in his historical work, Mumford has a critical eye on the present urban condition and is concerned to draw appropriate lessons. This is apparent in Mumford’s praise for Athens and the ancient polis. Mumford valued Athens highly for its human psychology and physiology rather than for its physical appearance. Mumford did not consider Athens great on account of its architecture. Mumford’s point was that ‘the life it contained was more significant than the container’. Athens was an urban civilisation which was regulated by gifted amateurs rather than professionals and bureaucrats. This achievement of an active citizen body is concentrated in the polis and proceeds through the agora, the common market or meeting place (CH 1961:150/1).





The urban was in close continuous contact with the rural: ‘In their formative period the Greek cities never lost their connexions with their countryside or their villages: there was a tidal drifting in and out of the city with the seasons.’
In contrast to Greece, Mumford is critical to the point of contempt in his analysis of Roman civilisation. Mumford describes Rome as producing the most debased form of urban civilisation in history. Mumford slams the obsession with geometric precision and uniformity, along with the noise and the filth that is the reality of the Roman city. Rome is both physically overbuilt and morally rotten. In Rome, all is for show or for sale (CH 1961:205/42).

Urban life had begun in Greece as an animated conversation and had degenerated into a crude agon or physical struggle. Under a succession of royal and imperial conquerors, the conversation ceased - it is the slave's lot, observed Euripides,' not to speak one's thought'. With that the struggle likewise came to an end. What was left of the old urban drama was a mere spectacle, a show staged before a passive audience, with professional freaks, contortionists, and dwarfs usurping the place once occupied by self-respecting citizens.
Certainly the proportion of spectators to actors was altered under the more servile system of government; and this radical change expressed itself in the forms of the city. In the old polis every citizen had an active part to play: in the new municipality, the citizen took orders and did what he was told, while the active business of government was in the hands of professionals, tempted by loot or hired for pay, often reaching for both, as with the notorious Roman tax farmers and publicans. Even where the forms of self-government were preserved by the Romans, they applied only to an hereditary oligarchy.




Where the city originated in the agora, the democratic market place of citizen intercourse and interaction, the Hellenistic city became ‘a showplace where the power of the rulers, dynastic or mercantile, was put on display, both to awe and to entertain their subjects.’ (Mumford CH 1961: 230). 

The urban forms which Mumford most favours are the ancient polis and the Medieval Town. It would be no exaggeration to claim that Mumford’s ideal future community is the (post)modern polis democracy. Mumford describes the polis as the product of a ‘devolution of power from the citadel to the democratic village-based community’ and ‘the rise of the village itself to a new degree of self-consciousness and cosmic insight’. (Mumford CH 1961: 147). This made the classical Greeks antagonistic towards centralised power and governance.
Crucial to Mumford’s argument is the dualism of organicism and mechanicism. Mumford’s argument is to be set within his advocacy of an organic culture to replace the dominant machine culture in the modern age. ‘So long as the machine was uppermost, people thought quantitatively in terms of expansion, extension, progress, mechanical multiplication, power. With the organism uppermost, we begin to think qualitatively in terms of growth, norms, shapes, inter-relationships, implications, associations, societies .. Once established, the vital and social order must subsume the mechanical one, and dominate it: in practice as well as in thought’ (CC 1970:303). Since human beings are organisms, their character, behaviour and activity are best conceived in terms of organic processes. Mumford was an outspoken critic of domination of the mechanical world view in the contemporary age. Mumford sets up his argument in terms of an opposition between organic and mechanical principles that had lain at the core of western rationalisation since the Middle Ages.
Mumford identifies regionalism with organicism in defining his version of the good society. He portrays the regional networks of organic communities as constituting the best society, whether in describing past societies or in projecting the future society. Mumford’s favourite community existed in the Middle Ages, the Medieval town expressing organic balance and harmony.
In Mumford’s view, the Medieval City represented the social embodiment of the organic principle, its last unambiguous flowering before the industrial age. Medieval urban plans were more informal than regular, tending ‘to follow nature’s contours’ as a result of ‘organic planning as opposed to abstract imposition in pursuit of a preconceived goal’. (Mumford CH 1961: 347). 





Mumford  defines this process as moving ‘from need to need, from opportunity to opportunity, in a series of adaptations that .. become increasingly coherent and purposeful, so that they generate a complex, final design, hardly less unified than a preformed geometric pattern’ (CH 1961:299/305).

Mumford criticises those who would dismiss organic plans as unworthy of the name of plan. Confusing mere formalism and regularity with purposefulness, and irregularity with intellectual confusion or technical incompetence, is a ‘formalistic illusion’ which the medieval town confutes. ‘For all their variety, they embody a universal pattern; and their very departures and irregularities are usually not merely sound, but often subtle, in their blending of practical need and aesthetic insight.’ (Mumford CH 1961: 347/8). 

Rather than conforming to a general type, the Medieval town possessed a specific character formed out of a particular situation. Each town ‘presented a unique constitution of forces, and produced, in its plan, a unique solution’. The Medieval town represented an organic growth from the inside out, since the crucial determinant was a deep unconscious consensus that was so complete as to make it seem that town planning was being guided by a conscious theory.

Each medieval town grew out of a unique situation, presented a unique constellation of forces, and produced, in its plan, a unique solution. The consensus is so complete as to the purposes of town life that the variations in detail only confirm the pattern. That consensus makes it look, when one views a hundred medieval plans in succession, as if there were in fact a conscious theory that guided this town planning. The agreement was deeper than that. But towards the close of the Middle Ages, the rationale of this planning was expressed by the highly reflective intelligence of Leone Battista Alberti, in his De Re Edificatori.

Mumford thus emphasises the natural, organic form of the medieval townscape, something which every inhabitant understood and which every urban designer and architect could read, apprehend and rationalise at the level of urban plan.

Alberti was in many ways a typical medieval urbanist. In his concern for functionalism, the localization of business, curved streets, 'he did no more', as Lavedan observes, 'than register approval of what he saw under his eyes'. Even when Alberti justifies the continuously curving street, with its gently blocked yet ever-changing vistas, he was only giving conscious expression to something his predecessors recognized and valued, too. The slow curve is the natural line of a footwalker, as anyone can observe if he looks back at his tracks in the snow across an open field, unless he has consciously tried to overcome this tendency. But the pleasure in that curve, once laid out by the pedestrian, is what gives character to medieval building, on such a consummate piece of late-medieval and Renaissance building as the High Street in Oxford. There a single tree whose branches jut out beyond the building line enriches the picture more than would a whole arcade of streets.

Mumford CH 1961: 348/9

Yet again, Mumford emphasises nature’s ‘organic curves’, something which implies that the built environment of civilisation conforms to rather than contradicts nature’s circularity. 

The other source of the organic curves in the medieval town was the emphasis on its central core. Lavedan goes so far as to say that 'the essential fact of medieval urbanism is the constitution of the city in such a fashion that all the lines converge towards a centre, and that the contour is usually circular: this is what contemporary theorists call the radio-concentric system'. Unfortunately, the term radio-concentric calls to mind the spider web. What one finds, rather, in most towns, is a central quarter or core, surrounded by a series of irregular rings, which have the effect of enclosing and protecting the core, while, by devious passages, approaching more closely to it. Where there is something that approximates a continuous circular street, it is almost surely the indication of a wall that has been torn down. Even in a little town like Bergues, as seen in Blaeu's great Atlas, with its almost geometric precision in its central core, only three streets come together at the centre. The resulting plan is generated by the two opposing forces of attraction and protection: the public buildings and open places find security behind a labyrinth of streets, through which the knowing foot nevertheless easily penetrates. It is only with the baroque planners who worked to overcome the medieval pattern that the street drives headlong into the town centre, as in the asterisk plan - though Alberti himself, as it happens, anticipated this new scheme, which symbolized the collection of public power in a centralized institution or a despotic prince. 

Mumford CH 1961: 349

The conflict between organic and mechanical principles forms the core theme of Mumford’s historical analysis of cities. Mumford values most highly the spirit of wholeness evinced by the Medieval town. This spirit survived in the greatest cities of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, in Florence and Turin. The post-medieval style was ‘so deeply organic’ that it appeared to be ‘a continuation of its own past’. Eventually, however, the organic mode of development was subverted by ‘a new ideological form .. derived from mechanistic physics’. The mechanical mode of urban development destroyed the spirit of wholeness. 





Social disorganisation and demoralisation along with increasing abstraction and centralisation of power continues to this day. Mumford notes this arrogance of power as an expression of impotence rooted in fear. In this respect, the new machine order is an attempt to deny and suppress inescapable natural cycles. Mumford notes 





Medieval universality and localism gave way to baroque uniformity and centralism, the absolutism of God and the Holy Catholic Church was replaced by the absolutism of the temporal sovereign and the national state. The nation state became a source of authority and an object of collective veneration. As the state became the new idol, living men and women were ‘turned into automatons, obedient only to external command: a recrudescence of the earliest practices of king-centred cities.’ (Mumford 1966: 398). 

Every aspect of life was removed from the medieval pole and re-assembled under the new sign of the Prince. Machiavelli's The Prince reveals the character of the politics and the plan of the new city. Later, Descartes, would re-interpret the world of science in terms of the ‘unified order of the baroque city.’ (Mumford CH 1961: 398/9).

The mechanical mode of planning creating the Baroque City took nothing from the Medieval towns and had much more in common with the planning of the ancient royal cities. They were built expressions of the politics of oligarchy and centralised despotism that had accompanied the rise of the modern nation state and its centralisation of authority. Indeed, in comparison with the ancient planners, the Baroque planners were ‘even more ruthless, one-sided, non-cooperative, even more indifferent to the slow, complex interactions, the patient adjustments and modifications, through trial and selection, which mark more organic methods of city development’. (Mumford CH 1961:401/2). The Baroque style was the product of fundamental socio-economic changes, particularly the shift from an economy of goods to an economy of money and the emergence of new military and bureaucratic forms of power. The result was an entirely different mode of life.

The abstractions of money, spatial perspective, and mechanical time provided the enclosing frame of the new life. Experience was progressively reduced to just those elements that were capable of being split off from the whole and measured separately: conventional counters took the places of organisms. What was real was that part of experience which left no murky residues; and anything that could not be expressed in terms of visual sensations and mechanical order was not worth expressing. In art, perspective and anatomy; in morals, the systematic casuistry of the Jesuits; in architecture, axial symmetry, formalistic repetition, the fixed proportions of the Five Orders, and in city building, the elaborate geometrical plan. These are the new forms. 

Mumford CH 1961: 419

The Baroque cities represented ‘a mechanical order’ which was founded ‘not upon blood or neighbourhood or kindred purposes and affections but upon subjection to the ruling Prince; and as for the uniformity - it is the uniformity of the bureaucrat, with his pigeonholes, his dossiers, his red tape, his numerous devices for regulating and systematizing the collection of taxes. The external means of enforcing this pattern Movement of life lies in the army; its economic arm is mercantile capitalist policy; and its most typical institutions are the standing army, the bourse, the bureaucracy, and the court. (Mumford 1966: 420). The organic community based upon warm, affective ties gave way to a mechanical order built upon subjection to oligarchical power and military and bureaucratic modes.

The replacement of the organic order by the mechanical order is an anticipation of developments in the twentieth century. For Mumford, the contemporary world is dominated by a mechanistic mentality, shaping a whole way of life according to an ideology of military and bureaucratic power. This domination of mechanicism over organicism in the modern city finds its most significant expression in the centralised nation state commanding nuclear weapons. The modern megamachine is the social, economic and political expression of the domination of the mechanical philosophy.





Mumford thus came to argue that the only way to avert nuclear holocaust would be to replace the mechanistic philosophy of the megamachine with a renewed organic philosophy. The militarised, bureaucratised systems of modern states needed to be replaced by a global network of decentralised, humanly scaled, regionally integrated local communities.

In The Culture of Cities, Mumford presented a series of broad proposals for urban design. In The City in History, Mumford’s concern penetrates more deeply to the moral heart of the matter. Mumford emphasises control and discipline as ‘values for survival’. Mumford enters the unconscious in order to identify the roots of the disturbance that promises to destroy the city and civilisation (CH 1961:525/75). 

Mumford lists an impressive and extensive list of urban ills – from dirt and squalor to noise – to conclude:





The fact that the dehumanisation accompanying urban blight has come to be normalised is an integral part of our predicament. At this stage, Mumford has clearly begun to fear that the forces ranged against him in his attempt to save the city are irresistible. His restatement of the case for the garden city, which concludes The City in History, lacks the conviction it has in Mumford’s previous works.
Mumford notes the increase in the number, area, and population of great cities to argue that megalopolis is fast becoming a universal form, the metropolitan economy is becoming the dominant economy. ‘No effective enterprise is possible without a close tie to the big city.’ (Mumford 1966: 599). 
Far from being a sign of strength, for Mumford these developments point to weakness. Whilst, for many, increasing size, scale and quantity denote power and progress, to Mumford they point to a self-destroying imbalance and disharmony.

Those who believe that there are no alternatives to the present proliferation of metropolitan tissue perhaps overlook too easily the historic outcome of such a concentration of urban power: they forget that this has repeatedly marked the last stage in the classic style of civilization, before its complete disruption and downfall. There is surely no evidence of stability in a civilization that has, within forty years, undergone two world wars and prematurely terminated the lives of some sixty million people, on the lowest careful estimate: a civilization that has resurrected the most barbarous forms of compulsion, torture, and wholesale extermination, and that now threatens, in future struggles to 'extend communism' or 'preserve freedom', to annihilate the population of entire continents and perhaps make the whole planet permanently uninhabitable.

Mumford CH 1961: 599

These trends and tendencies towards the concentration of urban power have gone much further since Mumford wrote, and the accompanying technological barbarism and ecological destruction is even more apparent. Yet there are still many who continue to equate an all-encompassing urbanisation within world cities, pointing to the emergence of a ‘city planet’ (Stewart Brand Whole Earth Discipline 2010) with urban advance as such. This, for Mumford, betrays ‘one of the typical symptoms  of that  divorce from reality which  has characterized the current exploitation of the scientific agents of mass extermination and mass destruction.’ (Mumford 1966: 599) For Mumford, the contemporary metropolitan civilization contains within itself ‘the explosive forces that will wipe out all traces of its existence’ (Mumford 1966:599).

Mumford’s advocacy of decentralisation had always been accompanied with a call for careful urban planning so as to avoid formless suburban sprawl. The size of the modern urban sprawl contradicts Mumford’s idea of the regional city, in both quantitative and qualitative terms. In The City in History, Mumford argues that what has emerged "is not in fact a new sort of city, but an anti-city" that "annihilates the city whenever it collides with it" (Mumford 1961: 505). Mumford approaches this change from a regionalist, ecological but also a moral standpoint, seeing the anti-city as an evil which denies the connection between the city, civilisation and humanisation. In Lewis Mumford and the Ecological Region (New York: Guilford Press, 1995), Mark Luccarelli argues that Mumford's idea of the "anti-city" anticipates contemporary analyses of a "technurbia" that has emerged out of social transformations in a "post-Fordist" regime that is "driven by telecommunications and computer-assisted design," and which "forces that tend to disperse and decentralize production," and that results in a "diffused city" (Luccarelli 1995: 191). Mumford’s ecological regionalism remains the most coherent response to these urban transformations, looking to develop their organizational possibilities and human subjectivities in a more democratic direction. 

Mumford defined a planned decentralisation. Nevertheless, Mumford had modified his position on the potential of neotechnics. Whereas had had once argued that the new technologies (the automobile, radio communications, electric power grid) allowed a diffusion that would overcome the overcentralisation of population and activity in the urban centres and hence amounted to ‘revolution’ as such, by the time that Mumford wrote The City in History in 1961 his view was much more nuanced. Mumford had already witnessed some garden city principles being distorted by bureaucratic practice in creating ‘New Towns’. ‘They are merely suburbs dressed up to look like cities’, ‘distinctly’ and ‘purely middle class communities’ which excluded ‘workers in the lower ranks’. The overemphasis upon design produced in ‘swank residential establishments’ as against authentic urban centres. The planners had not founded genuine communities but had instead modelled new towns on the values of the Metropolis – privacy, consumption and escape. The New Town asserted the garden over the city: ‘the garden displaced the city’ so as to remove urbanity. The population densities and compactness required to encourage ‘daily encounters and mixtures among people’ was lacking (UP 1968:50/2).

Where once Mumford had placed a great deal of faith in new technologies in realising his vision of decentralised regionalism, he had come to be aware of the extent to which the liberatory potential of technology had been absorbed by the megamachine. Mumford was quite ready to acknowledge the destruction of all hope, that the advancement of technology, far from being a force for emancipation, would progressively undermine and eventually destroy civilisation. 

Mumford cites a letter that Henry Adams wrote to Henry Osborn Taylor in 1905, (elaborated in his essay on the Phase Rule in History). Here, Adams envisages a very gloomy future for humankind.

At the present rate of progression since 1600, it will not need another century or half century to tip thought upside down. Law, in that case, would disappear as theory or a priori principle and give place to force. Morality would become police. Explosives would reach cosmic violence. Disintegration would overcome integration.

Mumford argues that civilization has been brought to this very point, and much more quickly than Adams had predicted. ‘Every part of this prophecy has already been fulfilled; and it is useless to speculate about the future of cities until we have reckoned with the forces of annihilation and extermination that now, almost automatically, and at an ever-accelerating rate, are working to bring about a more general breakdown.’ (Mumford CH 1961:558). 

Mumford locates the origins of this crisis in the basic contradiction at the heart of the city in history.





This is part of a bigger split between immanence and transcendence, technical progress as a fear of and flight from Nature and the inescapable cycle of birth, life, death and rebirth. The machine order is an attempt to escape death and achieve eternity through mathematical precision and order. But it’s a cheat. The fear of death is built into civilisation. Thanatos thus prevails over eros. And it’s a cheat, a delusion, producing an all-pervasive dis-ease, regardless of the accumulation of material quantity.

On the other hand, the city owed its existence, and even more Megalopolis its enlargement, to concentrated attempts at mastering other men and dominating, with collective force, the whole environment. Thus the city became a power-trapping utility, designed by royal agents gathering the dispersed energies of little communities into a mighty reservoir, collectively regulating their accumulation and flow, and directing them into new channels … eventually hurling its energies outward in destructive assaults against other cities. Release and enslavement, freedom and compulsion, have been present from the beginning in urban culture. 
Out of this inner tension some of the creative expressions of urban life have come forth: yet only in scattered and occasional instances do we discover political power well distributed in small communities, as in seventeenth-century Holland or Switzerland, or the ideals of life constantly regulating the eccentric manifestations of power. Our present civilization is a gigantic motor car moving along a one-way road at an ever-accelerating speed. Unfortunately as now constructed the car lacks both steering wheel and brakes, and the only form of control the driver exercises consists in making the car go faster, though in his fascination with the machine itself and his commitment to achieving the highest speed possible, he has quite forgotten the purpose of the journey. This state of helpless submission to the economic and technological mechanisms modern man has created is curiously disguised as progress, freedom, and the mastery of man over nature. As a result, every permission has become a morbid compulsion. Modern man has mastered every creature above the level of the viruses and bacteria - except himself. 
Never before has the 'citadel' exercised such atrocious power over the rest of the human race. Over the greater part of history, the village and the countryside remained a constant reservoir of fresh life, constrained indeed by the ancestral patterns of behaviour that had helped make man human, but with a sense of both human limitations and human possibilities. No matter what the errors and aberrations of the rulers of the city, they were still correctible. Even if whole urban populations were destroyed, more than nine tenths of the human race still remained outside the circle of destruction. Today this factor of safety has gone: the metropolitan explosion has carried both the ideological and the chemical poisons of the metropolis to every part of the earth; and the final damage may be irretrievable.
These terminal possibilities did not, I repeat, first become visible with the use of nuclear weapons: they were plain to alert and able minds, like Burckhardt in the eighteen-sixties, and like Henry Adams at the beginning of the present century. 

Mumford 1966: 636. 

Mumford is not completely pessimistic. If the picture was really as ‘grim’ as this ‘there would be no excuse for writing this book…. it would be just as irrational a contribution as the many other irrationalities and futilities I have touched on.’ (CH 1961:636). The problem is that many commentators and critics, Polyannas of progress in league with political and business elites, continue to identify ‘progress’ with the accumulation of quantity and the concentration of material power. Firmly focused upon increasing numbers and size, they miss the need for qualitative change. In writing The City in History, Mumford is attempting to restore the centrality of purpose and meaning. The ‘mastery’ of nature does not in itself entail progress and freedom. This requires that human beings have mastered themselves sufficiently to bring moral purpose to their power.





And so today: those who work within the metropolitan myth, treating its cancerous tumours as normal manifestations of growth, will continue to apply poultices, salves, advertising incantations, public relations magic, and quack mechanical remedies until the patient dies before their own failing eyes. No small part of the urban reform and correction that has gone on these last hundred years, and not least this last generation - slum demolition, model housing, civic architectural embellishment, suburban extension, 'urban renewal' - has only continued in superficially new forms the same purposeless concentration and organic de-building that prompted the remedy. Yet in the midst of all this disintegration fresh nodules of growth have appeared and, even more significantly, a new pattern of life has begun to emerge. This pattern necessarily is based on radically different premises from those of the ancient citadel builders or those of their modern counterparts, the rocket-constructors and nuclear exterminators. If we can distinguish the main outlines of this multi-dimensional, life-oriented economy we should also be able to describe the nature and the functions of the emerging city and the future pattern of human settlement. Above all, we should anticipate the next act in the human drama, provided mankind escapes the death-trap our blind commitment to a lopsided, power-oriented, anti-organic technology has set for it. 

Mumford 1966: 639 

Mumford was looking for reasons to continue to hope. In The Culture of Cities (1938), Mumford had projected the possibilities contained in neotechnics in architecture, community planning and production to envisage a ‘biotechnic society: a society whose productive system and consumptive demands will be directed toward the maximum possible nurture’ (CC 1938:415) of the individual, of the group and of nature.
In The City in History, Mumford positively evaluates power and communication systems as a new network capable of constituting the new order. The electric power grid, in particular, is a network of power plants, some big, some small, some worked by waterpower, scattered over a large area, often thousands of square miles, some which supply only their immediate community, others which have greater range. Mumford sees the potential here for decentralisation.





Large resources are no longer dependent upon topographic congestion or top-heavy centralized control. With the electric power grid, the largest facilities become available by being articulated into a system that enables the individual user, provided he uses an organized unit in the local area, to switch on this or that resource as needed. Mumford draws particular attention to that last provision, since ‘no such facilities could be economically handled if the individual sought by his own initiative alone to satisfy his needs by dealing at long distance with the central agency: only by diffusion and articulation can the whole system function efficiently.’ Mumford identifies another advantage of such networks in that they ‘permit units of different size, not merely to participate, but to offer their unique advantages to the whole’: it can be an effective part of the whole, making demands, communicating desires, influencing decisions without being swallowed up by the bigger organization. ‘This gives back to the region its proper autonomy without impeding - indeed rather encouraging - the universal processes.’ (Mumford 1966: 644). 





Mumford thus demands a more organic method of creating and diffusing the goods of the city than those practised by the existing overscale metropolis. Mumford therefore affirms the emancipatory and democratic potentialities of the new technics. The electric grid points to the new power and communication networks providing the basis of the new city. ‘It is not merely the pattern of the city itself, but every institution, organization, and association composing the city, that will be transformed by this development. In this radical innovation, the great universities and libraries and museums, if they were capable of self-regeneration, might lead the way, as their predecessors did in creating the ancient city.’ (Mumford 1966: 645). 
Mumford, however, is very well aware that the potential that the new technics contain to create the new city could easily be used to further the expansion of the contemporary megalopolis. Whilst the ‘building materials for a new urban order’ are at hand, these forces are currently being ‘misused and perverted by the existing political systems’. ‘The prospect of a massive extension of our present mechanical-electronic facilities, without any change in social purpose, or any attempt to translate the product into higher terms of human association, remains ominous. The states of the mechanical order are all inclined to employ the neotechnics to ‘push bureaucratic command of power and centralized authority at the expense of free human association and autonomous development.’ (Mumford 1966: 646). 
Mumford now makes an argument which anticipates current talk of the Anthropocene, the human age as a geological age. Mumford argues that this new order was articulated in the nineteenth century by Emerson: 'Our civilization and these ideas are reducing the earth to a brain. See how by telegraph and steam the earth is anthropolized.' This is not dissimilar to James Lovelock’s argument that human beings ‘are the intelligent elite among animal life on Earth and, whatever our mistakes, Gaia needs us.’ (Lovelock ch 1 2009). Human beings are the Earth made self-conscious. Mumford refers here to Teilhard de Chardin and his notion of the Noosphere, a planetary intellectual interconnection, a collective consciousness. Mumford comments, however, that Teilhard was insufficiently alert to the ambiguous nature of this promise, and didn’t appreciate the necessity of forfending the new dangers that may issue. (Mumford 1966: 645). 




Slowly but surely, mechanicism is giving way to a new organicism. Unfortunately, in the short run, mechanical thinking pervades politics, economics and science. This inability to throw off the old mechanical thinking threatens to press neotechnics in the service of outmoded, destructive modes of thought, organisation and action. Mumford identifies the potentialities of neotechnics but also recognises that, in the short run, neotechnics had issued in a diametrically opposed form. The emancipatory potential for geo-urban decentralisation contained in the neotechnic revolution had resulted in the fragmented city, the extension of the anti-city and the continued destruction of the natural region. Above all, it represented the destruction of Mumford’s initial hopes for neotechnics, although it offered a cautionary lesson against locating principles of change in technology rather than in society, culture and politics, i.e. in creative human agency. Praxis, as Mumford well knew, is as much moral as it is technical. Mumford abandoned his naively optimistic view that neotechnics would automatically issue in a bio-technic civilisation. The complex of technologies had to be mediated. Mumford set about rethinking his earlier approach to technological innovation and change, coming to understand that technological innovation was accompanied by an accumulation of power which affected the use of technology. Further, Mumford also came to understand that increases in technology would not solve problems which had been caused by technology in the first place. Mumford began to highlight more than ever the moral aspects of the predicament. The emphasis was as much on renewal through a revaluation of innate human qualities as on change through technics. There is nothing which is made conditional upon material resources and technical power. Human beings already have the moral resources to address their predicament. This is the insight which Mumford had expressed in his Programme for Survival, written in 1946, a few years after The Culture of Cities.





Mumford ended Programme for Survival on an optimistic note. Whatever the forces ranged against the new organic city, human beings retain the capacity to transform their circumstances, to transform themselves. ‘Even under the limitations of his present development, modern man possesses enough life-furthering impulses and life-directed goals to save himself. But only on one condition : that a change in attitude overcomes his inertia and makes these impulses and goals operative. Man cannot save himself without first healing his split personality, without giving up his current habit of pursuing at the same time two different and incompatible goals. Power must become the willing servant of love.’ (Mumford PS 1946:56).

So Mumford had understood for some time that there is no inevitable line of development leading from the potentials embedded in the neotechnics to the emancipatory future social order. Mumford brings this awareness to bear in The City in History, his evaluation of the possibilities of neotechnics being tempered by a moral concern. 





For Mumford, the scale of the task has increased with the expansion of technics. Where once the health and vitality of the city depended upon the control of the river valley, now it is the ‘whole planet’ that must be brought under control. This control is not merely technical but moral, recognising ‘organic norms and limits’ within ‘the entire ecological system on which man's own life and welfare depends.’ 
Mumford thus argues that ‘the prime need of our age is to contrive channels for excessive energies and impetuous vitalities that have departed from organic norms and limits.’ (Mumford 1966: 649). Mumford is clear that this is a matter of restoring balance between human technical capacities and the moral capacities. Mumford expresses his impatience with scientists engaging in fictions and fantasies and with death dealing politicians. ‘If we were prepared to restore the habitability of the earth and cultivate the empty spaces in the human soul, we should not be so preoccupied with sterile escapist projects for exploring inter-planetary space, or with even more rigorously dehumanized policies based on the strategy of wholesale collective extermination. It is time to come back to earth and confront life in all its organic fecundity, diversity, and creativity, instead of taking refuge in the under-dimensioned world of Post-historic Man.’ (Mumford 1966: 650). The problem is that there are still too many people, in business, politics and science, who equate the expansion of technical and material power not only with progress, but with divinity itself. In a recent book, Mark Lynas calls the human species the ‘God Species’. Indeed, Lynas’ book is entitled The God Species (2011). Reading the book makes it clear that Lynas is not actually referring to human beings as such, least of all the moral capacities of human beings. Instead, Lynas’ focus is upon nuclear power, biotechnology, genetically engineered food and geoengineering. In identifying technical power with divinity, Lynas takes his cue from the engineer Steward Brand who begins his Whole Earth Discipline (2010) with the quote: ‘We are as gods and HAVE to get good at it.’ Whilst this would seem clearly to be a moral and an anthropological question, relating to something deep in human nature, Brand merely gives us a series of dreary assertions of technological power. Brand is identifying divinity with knowledge and hence power. There is nothing at all new in this, it is the age-old delusion of human beings aspiring to the power of gods. Mumford has heard all these arguments and gives them short shrift.

Modern man, unfortunately, has still to conquer the dangerous aberrations that took institutional form in the cities of the Bronze Age and gave a destructive destination to our highest achievements. Like the rulers of the Bronze Age, we still regard power as the chief manifestation of divinity, or if not that, the main agent of human development. But 'absolute power', like 'absolute weapons', belongs to the same magico-religious scheme as ritual human sacrifice. Such power destroys the symbiotic cooperation of man with all other aspects of nature, and of men with other men. Living organisms can use only limited amounts of energy. 'Too much' or 'too little' is equally fatal to organic existence. Organisms, societies, human persons, not least, cities, are delicate devices for regulating energy and putting it to the service of life. 

Mumford 1966: 650/1 

To invest technological power with divinity is merely the ultimate expression of the mechanical order, and the ultimate delusion. All through his career, Mumford attacked the power of abstraction entailed by the machine order, the delusion that power can escape human norms and ecological limits, and, evidently, judging by the claims made for technoscience, mechanicism in science, politics and economics is still alive. In science, genetic and neural reductionism and determinism attempt to reduce life to physical events and causes, in politics and economics human beings are reduced to self-maximising atoms, consumers and voters. Mumford affirms the sacred purpose of the city against these trends. Neotechnics require a new moral purpose, infusing the social order with the values of life, purpose, growth.

The chief function of the city is to convert power into form, energy into culture, dead matter into the living symbols of art, biological reproduction into social creativity. The positive functions of the city cannot be performed without creating new institutional arrangements, capable of coping with the vast energies modern man now commands: arrangements just as bold as those that originally transformed the overgrown village and its stronghold into the nucleated, highly organized city.

Mumford 1966 ch 18). 

Mumford praises Tocqueville, Marx and Mill for anticipating the ‘conditions of dynamic equilibrium under which the advances of the machine economy might at last be turned to positive human advantage’. The task is to give an ideal form to the ‘radically superior conditions of life’ that the emerging city would make available to all. The problem is that ‘the evil institutions that accompanied the rise of the ancient city have been resurrected and magnified in our own time’, putting the ultimate issue in doubt. Totalitarian rulers have reappeared, political and technological powers being elevated to the status of deities. 

Their methods of coercion and terrorism surpass the vilest records of ancient rulers, and the hoary practice of exterminating whole urban populations has even been exercised by the elected leaders of democratic states, wielding powers of instantaneous destruction once reserved to the gods. Everywhere secret knowledge has put an end to effective criticism and democratic control; and the emancipation from manual labour has brought about a new kind of enslavement: abject dependence upon the machine. The monstrous gods of the ancient world have all reappeared, hugely magnified, demanding total human sacrifice. To appease their super-Moloch in the Nuclear Temples, whole nations stand ready, supinely, to throw their children into his fiery furnace. 

Mumford 1966: 651/2 

Nothing that has happened since has contradicted Mumford’s assessment. On the contrary, the last half century has more than confirmed Mumford’s fear and trepidation. This would not have surprised Mumford at all. He anticipated the further inroads of death and destruction into civilised order so long as technical and instrumental solutions were sought for moral and anthropological problems. Where the likes of Brand and Lynas engage in a veneration of technologies, Mumford demands that human beings cease to sacrifice themselves in the worship of false gods.

If these demoralizing tendencies continue, the forces that are now at work will prove uncontrollable and deadly; for the powers man now commands must, unless they are detached from their ancient ties to the citadel, and devoted to human ends, lead from their present state of paranoid suspicion and hatred to a final frenzy of destruction. On the other hand, if the main negative institutions of civilization continue to crumble - that is, if the passing convulsions of totalitarianism mark in fact the death-throes of the old order - is it likely that war will escape the same fate? War was one of the 'lethal genes' transmitted by the city from century to century, always doing damage but never yet widely enough to bring civilization itself to an end. That period of tolerance is now over. If civilization does not eliminate war as an open possibility, our nuclear agents will destroy civilization - and possibly exterminate mankind. The vast village populations that were once reservoirs of life will eventually perish with those of the cities.

Mumford 1966:  652

The prospects are not all bad. Should the forces of life rally together, Mumford argues, then humanity stands on the verge of a new urban implosion. However, realising this possibility requires that moral and technical capacities become integrated, creating a new integral personality. ‘We must now conceive the city, accordingly, not primarily as a place of business or government, but as an essential organ for expressing and actualizing the new human personality - that of 'One World Man'. This integral personality overcomes the old separations of humanity and nature, town and country, citizen and foreigner. The new systems of power and communication are turning the entire planet into a village. As a result, ‘the smallest neighbourhood or precinct must be planned as a working model of the larger world.’ (Mumford 1966: 653). 

Whilst the inertia of contemporary civilisation proceeds inexorably towards a global nuclear, industrial or ecological catastrophe, Mumford points to the alternative future of human self-consciousness and self-knowledge. This is humanity assuming moral responsibility for its technical powers.





Whilst catastrophe seems inevitable on current trends and tendencies, Mumford points to the possible alternative future that is within our grasp.





In one passage, Lewis Mumford lays the Brand-Lynas technology-as-divine power thesis flat. Brand defines pragmatism as ‘a practical way of thinking concerned with results rather than with theories and principles.’ (Brand ch 1 2009). He proceeds to proselytize for nuclear power, biotechnology, genetically engineered food and geoengineering as solutions for the ecological crisis. This is the very ‘aimless dynamism’ attached to dehumanized and demoralized goals that Mumford warned could gain the upper hand and ensure catastrophe.

Fortunately, the preparations for the change from a power economy to a life economy have been long in the making; and once the reorientation of basic ideas and purposes takes place, the necessary political and physical transformations may swiftly follow. Many of the same forces that are now oriented towards death will then be polarized towards life.

Mumford CH 1966: 653

Mumford concludes by arguing for a recovery of our sense of origins. By fleeing from our past, denying our dependence on natural cycles, human beings have come close to depriving themselves of a future. In the age old struggle between immanence and transcendence, the attempt to escape Nature’s circularity, human beings are coming to understand, at the point of final victory with space travel and nuclear destruction, that progress is an illusion and that all eventually returns to origins. Mumford proposes an urban ethic that respects natural cycles.





Mumford therefore takes up this question of ‘men as gods’ (to employ a phrase from H.G. Wells, science fiction writer and apostle of technological progress). The problem is one of imbalance between moral and technical capacities, an imbalance that goes to the core of the human personality. The problem is not one of material power and cannot therefore be solved by the ever increasing accumulation of quantity. On the contrary, a moral transformation is required, a transformation leading to the integral personality.

The city first took form as the home of a god: a place where eternal values were represented and divine possibilities revealed. Though the symbols have changed the realities behind them remain. We know now, as never before, that the undisclosed potentialities of life reach far beyond the proud algebraics of contemporary science; and their promises for the further transformations of man are as enchanting as they are inexhaustible. Without the religious perspectives fostered by the city, it is doubtful if more than a small part of man's capacities for living and learning could have developed. Man grows in the image of his gods, and up to the measure they have set. The mixture of divinity, power, and personality that brought the ancient city into existence must be weighed out anew in terms of the ideology and the culture of our own time, and poured into fresh civic, regional, and planetary moulds. In order to defeat the insensate forces that now threaten civilization from within, we must transcend the original frustrations and negations that have dogged the city throughout its history. Otherwise the sterile gods of power, unrestrained by organic limits or human goals, will remake man in their own faceless image and bring human history to an end.




Rather than invest alienated technical powers with divinity, human beings need to recognise these powers as their own social powers and organise them accordingly. Rather than venerate false gods and new idols, seeking to appease them by offering up human sacrifices, human beings need to come ‘back to the earth itself as the fundamental postulate’ (Untitled Unpublished MS 1916, MP).

‘It is time to come back to earth and confront life in all its organic fecundity, diversity, and creativity, instead of taking refuge in the under-dimensioned world of Post-historic Man.’ (Mumford 1966: 650).

Mumford therefore argues that ‘Before modern man can gain control over the forces that now threaten his very existence, he must resume possession of himself. This sets the chief mission for the city of the future: that of creating a visible regional and civic structure, designed to make man at home with his deeper self and his larger world, attached to images of human nurture and love. (Mumford 1966 ch 18). 

Human beings at home with their deeper selves is also a humanity capable of building a planetary civilisation which is a home for all humankind. Throughout his life, Mumford had sought to establish the scientific and practical foundations of an ecological regionalism. Mumford was concerned with much more than the theory and the principle of regionalism but sought to develop the idea as a viable practice.

The misapplication of technological power, which amounts to the perversion of the symbol making power of human beings, is considered by Mumford to be a consequence of the distortion in the megastructures of power upon which the polity rests. The accumulation of power and its concentration at the centre has been accompanied by the systematic devaluation of the civic sphere. That imbalance produced by the concentration of overscale power had to be addressed in terms of a planning which seeks to recover, even reinvent, the civil or public sphere. This is more than the recovery of the classical polis but embraces the broad range of human activities in relation to nature, generating an aesthetic-moral praxis of place. Mumford’s vision of regions to live humanely in rests upon the conceptual formulation of a (post)modern polis democracy as an ecological entity.

6 REGIONS – TO LIVE IN

The RPAA and Regionalism

Mumford was the most influential advocate of the regional approach to urban planning and social development. This approach can also be described as the human ecological approach, even though Mumford rarely used the term ‘ecology’. As early as 1922, in The Story of Utopias, Mumford started to define the regional perspective which would be his central concern throughout more than six decades of writing. Mumford drew upon history, geography, architecture and urban planning to fashion an ecological regionalism that integrated theory and practice. The regional survey was central to its methodology:

The aim of the Regional Survey is to take a geographic region and explore it in every aspect. It differs from the social survey with which we are acquainted in America in that it is not chiefly a survey of evils; it is, rather, a survey of the existing conditions in all their aspects; and it emphasizes to a much greater extent than the social survey the natural characteristics of the environment, as they are discovered by the geologist, the zoologist, the ecologist - in addition to the development of natural and human conditions in the historic past, as presented by the anthropologist, the archaeologist, and the historian. In short, the regional survey attempts a local synthesis of all the specialist "knowledges." 

quoted in Jamison 1998:90)

Lewis Mumford’s critique of modern civilization comes from a regionalist perspective which is ecologically or biologically oriented (Thomas 1990). Mumford's regionalism has a civic and populist dimension, defining the community as the antipode to mechanical civilization. For Mumford, the community or region is not only an historical entity, comprising tradition and collective memory, but is also a socio-geographic environment, a conditioning place (Jamison 1998). Mumford’s ecological regionalism embodies and expresses new criteria for the advance and utilisation of technics. Mumford was concerned to resist the encroachment of instrumental rationality into all aspects of life, pointing to the destructive social, moral and ecological consequences of a megamachine technological determinism. For Mumford, culture comprised both technical and social dimensions; both needed to be incorporated within the regionalist approach to development (Mumford 1938). Mumford’s view is quite distinct from the "reactionary modernism" of the Nazis and the way that the Nazis employed new technologies in the service of their backward-looking, insular and aggressive nationalism (Bramwell 1989).

Lewis Mumford was a pioneering voice in the field of ecological regionalism. Convinced that America needed the vigorous development of an organized, morally integrated regional life to serve as a check upon mass psychology within a machine order, Mumford was the catalyst of the Regional Planning Association of America. In the ten years of its publishing and advocacy (1923-1933), the RPAA was the most innovative and influential regional organization in US history. According to the British planning expert Frederic J. Osborn, the comprehensive and diligent work of the RPAA served to establish "the region as the basic planning framework" and "constitute one of the most important, and still unfinished, chapters in American planning history."

Mumford was one of a number of people who laid the intellectual foundation for the RPAA's work in a special issue of Survey Graphic magazine in 1925 devoted to the subject of regional planning. Mumford's words in this issue articulate the bioregional vision with far-sighted clarity and logic. 

Regional planning asks not how wide an area can be brought under the aegis of the metropolis, but how the population and civic facilities can be distributed so as to promote and stimulate a vivid, creative life throughout a whole region—a region being any geographic area that possesses a certain unity of climate, soil, vegetation, industry and culture. The regionalist attempts to plan such an area so that all its sites and resources, from forest to city, from highland to water level, may be soundly developed, and so that the population will be distributed so as to utilize, rather than to nullify or destroy, its natural advantages. It sees people, industry and the land as a single unit. 

Nearly a century later, this passage still serves as a definition of regional planning, its purpose, scope and vision. 

Regional planning sees that the depopulated countryside and the congested city are intimately related; it sees that we waste vast quantities of time and energy by ignoring the potential resources of a region, that is, by forgetting all that lies between the terminal points and junctions of our great railroads. Permanent agriculture instead of land-skinning, permanent forestry instead of timber mining, permanent human communities, dedicated to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, instead of camps and squatter-settlements, and to stable building, instead of the scantling and falsework of our "go-ahead" communities [i.e., the suburbs]—all this is embodied in regional planning. 

Mumford's conclusion is prescient and still has contemporary relevance:

The technical means of achieving this new distribution of power are at hand. The question before us is whether the automatic operation of physical and financial forces is to burke our rising demand for a more vital and happy kind of existence, or whether, by coordinating our efforts and imaginatively grasping our opportunity, we can remold our institutions so as to promote a regional development—development that will eliminate our enormous economic wastes, give a new life to stable agriculture, set down fresh communities planned on a human scale, and above all, restore a little happiness and freedom in places where these things have been pretty well wrung out. This is a question that cuts diametrically across a large part of our current political and social problems; some of these it places in a new light, and some of them it makes meaningless. Regionalism or super-congestion?

Time and again in the decades that followed that question was answered in favour of super-congestion. The anti-city prevailed over the regional city. Yet Mumford’s question has lost none of its pertinence. It is still possible to choose regionalism as a genuine, feasible alternative to the modern mega-city.

The RPAA produced a special edition of the survey graphic magazine to promote the regional vision with a vigour and forthrightness that could not be overlooked. This issue came out in May 1925 and envisaged a fourth migration leading the city out into its regional surroundings. The survey spelled out the regional vision of the RPAA. Mumford’s call for regional planning formed the unifying theme of the collection. The whole developed a practical programme for urban and regional planning.

Mumford contributed two powerful essays which called for a regional development to accompany the emerging regional consciousness, overcoming the separation of urban and regional life.

‘The Fourth Migration’ took this coming regionalism as its central purpose. There had been three great migrations in American history, the pioneers settling the land, the industrial urbanisation that created the industrial cities, and finally the financial expansion which created the large metropolis, whose growth swallowed up surrounding regions. What occupied Mumford’s thought most of all, however, was the fourth migration. The fourth migration entails a return to the land from megalopolis. The first migration settled the West, the second populated the industrial cities, the third concentrated people and buildings in the capitalist megalopolis of finance and commerce. With respect to the fourth migration, Mumford writes of a technological revolution taking place which involves a ‘tidal movement of population’ outward from large cities. This offers individuals possibilities ‘to remould themselves and their institutions’. Further, this outward movement signalled the end of the metropolis. The ‘forces that created the great cities [have] made improvement within them hopeless’. The attempts ‘to build up a more exhilarating kind of environment’ proceeds with the construction of garden cities outside the metropolis. Insisting that the hope of the city lies outside itself’, Mumford argues for the regional city as ‘a permanent seat of life and culture, urban in its advantages, permanently rural in its situation’.

The regional city establishes the context for both civic and ecological renewal. Realigning social, economic and cultural life ‘towards a higher type of civilisation’. This also involves land conservation, checking suburban sprawl. And it implies a new economics, ‘specifically planned for the maximum of local subsistence .. [with] communities based on natural economic and geographical considerations’. Offering the basis for the revitalisation and diversification of urban and rural economies (FM and RTLI 1925:130/3 151/2 reprinted in Sussman 1976:55/64 89/93).

Mumford’s plans for the reconstruction of the city sought to overcome excessive scale, check limitless growth and reduce congestion. Mumford was adamant that the aim of such planning is to improve the conditions of life ‘rather than to promote opportunities for profit’ (Report of the Commission of Housing and Regional Planning to Governor Alfred E Smith 1926; RTLI 1925:151/2; FM 1925:130/3).

Mumford had conceived a project of regional decentralisation which would create a new form of rural and urban industry. The new technologies like automobiles, hydroelectric power and electric transmission lines would enable balanced regional development. New technologies like automobiles and electronic communications made regional decentralisation possible. Widely distributed electric power made it possible to diffuse industry and population. Rather ‘than being tethered to the railroad and its coal shipments, industry can move out of the railroad zone’ into the regional centres (FM in Sussman 1976:63).

The RPAA disbanded in 1933, believing (wrongly) that Roosevelt’s New Deal incorporated its ideas. The regional ideal continued to animate Mumford and constitutes the spinal assumption integrating of his subsequent works. At the end of the thirties Mumford re-affirmed the regional vision with renewed vigour, declaring that ‘The re-animation and re-building of regions, as deliberate works of collective art, is the grand task of politics for the opening generation.’ Ecological and urban regionalism remains the grand task of politics. Unfortunately, when Mumford wrote this. (in The Culture of Cities 1938), the human race was channelling all its energies and resources not into the building of regions but into the destruction of life. Mumford’s vision rings as true today as it did in 1938:

We must create in every region people who will be accustomed, from school onward, to humanist attitudes, co-operative methods, rational controls. These people will know in detail where they live and how they live: they will be united by a common feeling for their landscape, their literature and language, their local ways, and out of their own self-respect they will have a sympathetic understanding with other regions and different local peculiarities. They will be actively interested in the form and culture of their locality, which means their community and their own personalities. Such people will contribute to our land-planning, our industry planning, our community planning the authority of their own understanding, and the pressure of their own desires.

The unexamined life is not worth living, Plato argues. The bioregional goal as defined by Mumford is the examined life. How one lives and where one lives is the same question. 

(see especially Mumford in Carl Sussman, ed., Planning the Fourth Migration: The Neglected Vision of the Regional Planning Association of America, MIT, 1976, reprinting the Survey Graphic, May 1925; Mumford, L. The Culture of Cities, Harcourt, 1938; Mumford, L. Technics and Civilization, Harcourt, 1934, esp. Ch. VI.)

Throughout his many books, Lewis Mumford showed the extent to which human processes in the city and its environs were interwoven with natural processes. Mumford was concerned with the question of what constituted a region and was a pioneer of regional planning. With his detailed understanding of regional landscapes, Mumford was critical of much planning for "evading the realities of life and avoiding the responsibilities for action." Mumford drew upon Patrick Geddes's three-part framework of "folk-work-place" to argue that regional planning involved the coordination of human activities in time and space on the basis of known facts about place, work, and people. As a result, genuine planning is an attempt ‘not arbitrarily to displace reality, but to clarify it and to grasp firmly all the elements necessary to bring the geographic and economic facts in harmony with human purposes.’ (Mumford 1938:376). 

Mumford identified three special qualities in the region as the unit for planning: 
(1) a geographical entity, as a dynamic interplay of "soil, climate, vegetation, agriculture, and technical exploitation"; 
(2) a state of harmony among its components; 
(3) fluid physical boundaries. 

The state of harmony expressed the stability within ecological systems. As Mumford argues: "When any large alteration is made in one section of the environment, corresponding or compensating changes must be made, as a rule, in every other part." With human communities integrated within the region, whose boundaries were incapable of precise definition, the region became more "a system of inter-relationships that overflow and become shadowy at the margins." (Mumford CC 1938: 315). 

In developing Geddes's regional-survey method, Mumford prescribed an approach to planning that was comprehensive. Regional planning involves four stages, each comprising its own distinctive activities: 

(1)	The first stage is that of survey. ‘This means disclosing, by first-hand visual exploration and by systematic fact-gathering, all the relevant data on the regional complex.’ The survey which yielded a visual, multidimensional historical image of the region; 
(2)	The second stage in planning is the critical outline of needs and activities in terms of social ideals and purposes. This stage also entails the critical formulation and revision of existing values; 
(3)	The third stage in planning is that of imaginative reconstruction and projection. On the basis of known facts, observed trends, estimated needs, critically formulated purposes, a new picture of regional life is now developed. The purpose of this imaginative reconstruction and projection of regional life is to formulate a new vision. The re-modeling of the earth and its cities makes it clear that the day of passive acquiescence to the given environment, in oblivion to this source of life and culture, is drawing to an end. Here lies a new field for intense creative activity.
(4)	The translation into actions of the plan through the appropriate political and economic agencies as well as absorption by the community. In this stage, the plan undergoes a readaptation as it encounters the traditions, the conventions,, the resistances, and sometimes the unexpected opportunities of actual life. To emerge as a reorganizing agent, the plan must help conjure up and re-educate the very groups and personalities that will bring it to fruition. 

Mumford CC 1938: 376-83

Whilst Mumford rarely used the term ecology, the concept is implicit in his writings, so that his regional planning and regional city entail ecological planning and the ecological city. Mumford consistently locates the city and its environs. (Ndubisi 2002 ch 1). 

Mumford’s ideas savour a little of John Dewey's educational philosophy of "learning by doing." For Dewey, "all valid knowledge comes from experience," meaning the interaction between human subjects and their material environment. "Through experience, we come not only to understand the world but also to transform it." (John Dewey, quoted in Friedmann, Planning in the Public Domain, 189.) 

Above all, however, Mumford’s perspective is historical and evolutionary, an approach which derives from Geddes's idea of the survey as absorbing the concrete realities of regional life. First and foremost, Mumford’s understanding of reality is historical. Mumford takes an evolutionary perspective with respect to cities and the way that human beings build civilisation in relation to the biophysical environment. Although Mumford was always concerned to draw lessons for the present from the past, he is clear that reality at any point in time is inextricably linked to the past as well as oriented towards the future. Since social and cultural changes unfold over time, to focus exclusively on reality as it appears in the present time is to invite serious errors in judgment that profoundly misunderstand the true situation, its problems and possibilities. History is not simply a narrative chronology of events for Mumford. Mumford is concerned to highlight the key factors and forces of historical transformation, revealing the past as an essential component of the present, forming and shaping contemporary practices and beliefs. From this perspective, history is collective memory of humankind. Mumford writes of a ‘useable’ past, emphasising the way that certain traditions or legacies of the past continually being selected and mobilized as part of the ongoing construction of the present, leading ever onwards to the future. It is in this regard that Mumford compared history to a reservoir of human experiences, out of which each successive generation identifies its own currents and flows and makes its own unique contribution.

Without the perpetual rediscovery and reinterpretation of history, without free access to that reservoir, the life of any single generation would be but a trickle of water in a desert. The limited conventions of historians have made us forget, however, that history has an anticipatory side: it is the domain of the possible, the starting point of the ideal... The creation and selection of new potentialities, the projection of ideal goals, is, with reference to the future, the counterpart of an intelligent commerce with the past. 

Mumford CM 1944: 12-13

Throughout his many writings, Mumford engaged in extensive historical reflection in order to identify the origins and roots of contemporary practices and processes, to identify precursors and formative influences but most of all to explicate the long-term bases of contemporary problems and possibilities so as to aid future development, reorient purposes and change directions, setting human life on another, life-enhancing course. Mumford engaged in historical reflection in order to understand the key elements and forces behind the emergence of new social actors and processes, seeking to uproot the underlying forces of inertia whilst activating the forces of resistance. Along the way, Mumford gave equal weight to culture, morality, science and technology so as to improve our understanding of the conditions generating a sustainable mode of living and well-being. Mumford’s historical perspective therefore served to identify the conditions which serve to differentiate one culture from another by its mode of "appropriating" technics within both socio-economic developmental processes and natural cycles. The basic criterion was life and death. Mumford’s approach distinguishes between those cultures which correspond to the human ontology and enhance life and those which contradict being and destroy life.

Lewis Mumford employed ecology as a basis for urban and civic design throughout his life’s work and this first emerges most clearly in his work for the RPAA. What was implicit in Mumford became explicit in the work of Ian McHarg who pursued the goal of merging design with ecology, establishing a regional-planning program with a strong Mumfordian orientation. McHarg's synthesis of design and ecology, natural and social science, is a tribute to the enduring influence of Mumford’s ecological regional and is full of potential for future development. The quest to plan with nature rather than against nature becomes more important in an age of environmental crisis. Ecological planning is an integral part of sustainable development. Indeed, Mumford’s commitment to ‘life’ as a principle and to the ‘life economy’ as a practicable ideal makes it more sensible to argue that sustainable development is better conceived as sustainable living. Mumford’s perspective makes it clear that human beings must go beyond a development defined in terms of the manipulation and mastery of the environment and embrace a more expansive concept of living that exhibits reverence for life. The grounds for arguing that Mumford’s regionalism is an ecological regionalism lie in Mumford’s concern that we must change the way we interact with our environments, built and natural, with one another and with other living creatures. Mumford supplies an ecological ethic but is also clear that such an ethic is based upon detailed knowledge. Mumford offers a way of bringing fact and value together so as to make the world of the ‘is’ the world as it ‘ought-to-be’. Laying the foundations for sustainable living in the future requires an understanding of how human beings interact with their physical, biological, and built environments. Such detailed understanding is necessary if we are to go beyond sustainable development and create regenerative regional communities which engender sustainable living.

The Principle of Regional Decentralisation

Regionalism formed the principal focus of Mumford’s work in the 1920’s and 1930’s. The principle of regionalism is evident in Mumford’s writings on the evolution of the city throughout history and shapes his vision of the future for the city. For Mumford, regionalism offered an alternative framework with which to challenge the centralising, life-denying and frankly destructive features of modernity. Mumford was looking to reorient modernity from within so as to recover the connection between reason and freedom, a connection that the twentieth century was increasingly negating. The technological development of the Enlightenment tradition had turned into the accumulation of instrumental power over nature – and hence over human beings. This technological capacity needed to be redefined according to an ecological ethic, ensuring harmonious interaction with nature.

Mumford adopted a nuanced approach to the task of reconstituting the city through a planned regional decentralisation. For Mumford, the relentless pursuit of profit driving endless physical expansion was the greatest of blights. The overriding concern with financial gain and commercial interest subjected the city to a destructive cycle of spectacular but unsustainable growth followed by pull-down and build-again policies. This approach destroyed buildings and communities, irreplaceable physical, social, and cultural resources which left people rootless. The ‘disease of growth’ that was proceeding to destroy ‘every submetropolitan region’ in New York was pervasive in twentieth century planning and, as such, became Mumford’s central target. Mumford’s whole career was an attempt to answer the question that he had posed to himself from the start: ‘How can we burke this development, get control of it, set it on healthier, better considered foundations?’ (RN ND).
Mumford’s concern for the city was in origin moral and philosophical, a concern with what the city ought to be and may become. But it was also born of his disillusionment with the contemporary overscale city. Bloated, crowded cities like the New York he surveyed ‘do violence to the name of civilisation’ with their ‘bleak streets, their mean dwellings and their reeking atmosphere’ (Garden Civilisations: Preparing for a New Epoch 1955:138/42).

As an alternative to the overcrowded, inhumane city, Mumford developed his interest in regionalism (‘The Geographic Distribution of the Garment Industry’ 1916 LMC). Mumford learned from Charles Brun, author of Le Regionalisme, the need to create geographic regions to form the basis for administrative, judicial, economic and cultural life. A strategy of decentralisation which is crucial to the reconstituted city requires the creation of geographic regions, ‘non-political groupings with respect to soil, climate, vegetation, animal life, industry and historic tradition’ (ILM July 1983). Mumford’s perspective demonstrated an awareness of the shaping role of geography in human communities, an influence which Mumford sought to incorporate into his plans (‘Geography as a Basis for Social Reform’, ND LMC; ‘Regionalism: A Bibliographical Note’, ND LMC).

For Mumford, contemporary developments suggested a growing shift towards regionalism. Industries were exiting from the large metropolitan centres whilst small communities were forming within the big cities. Mumford hoped that developments such as these could in time grow into a movement which would make it possible to divide the whole country into regional units of political administration. Mumford offered regional decentralisation as a solution to the problems of the overscale city. Mumford sought a socially, culturally and ecologically sensitive appreciation of urban life to his advocacy of the regional alternative. He sought to contextualise the city, relating problems and possibilities to entire environments of regions, to the ecological history of regions.

Mumford ‘s regionalism synthesised three crucial ideas:
1.	‘Neotechnics’ was concerned with restoring the natural ecosystem by adapting new technologies;
2.	Organicism was concerned with restoring the influence of nature upon culture through literature, architecture and the built environment;
3.	Community was concerned with restoring a civic-minded social order based upon human scale.

Whilst Mumford’s regionalism was predicated upon scientific and ecological bases, he addressed the political and social dimension also. 
As a social theory, Mumford positioned regionalism within the Enlightenment struggle for democracy and self-government, pushing these principles beyond parliamentary government to the logical conclusion of civic democracy. In light of the First World War and its ‘belligerent nationalism’, Mumford sought to define regionalism as an alternative to existing political institutions. Mumford was disillusioned with state politics and suspected that the commitment to liberal values and democratic goals was here rhetoric. He distanced himself from liberal internationalism as an inter-nationalism that is predicated upon the nation state. A genuine resolution of the moral and political crisis afflicting western society had to proceed from the local and regional levels (Mumford ‘Wardom and the State’ 1919:303/5).

Mumford’s regionalism tended to offer an "acquiescent" approach, one that is adaptive or acceptant with respect to the lie of the land and culture of the community. Mumford’s approach, then, was quite distinct from the more aggressive and instrumental social engineering which put its faith in new scientific and technological potentialities. Where the social engineers sought to infiltrate, reform and use social institutions to realise the potentials of modern technology, Mumford fit his vision to the organic qualities of regions and communities. In a certain sense, the social engineers are not reformers so much as "rationalizing intellectuals" serving the purpose of the megamachine, fitting the lifeworld to the machine. In the arts and sciences, in architecture and urban design, a visionless pragmatism predominates, all going into the making of the modern megamachine.

In The City in History, Mumford acknowledged his debt to Kropotkin’s Fields, Factories and Workshops on this question. Kropotkin ‘had grasped the fact that the flexibility and adaptability of electric communication and electric power, along with the possibilities of intensive biodynamic farming, had laid the foundations for a more decentralised urban development in small units, responsive to direct human contact, and enjoying both urban and rural advantages’. Mumford praises Kropotkin for seeing that industry was no longer tied to the coalmine, the railroad or the big city: ‘neither efficiency nor economy was to be equated with big units of production’. Kropotkin foresaw what the large corporations discovered only during the Second World War, namely, that the farming out of special industrial operations in bits and pieces actually often made the reputed economies of scale dubious. ‘The finer the technology, the greater the need for human initiative and skill conserved in the small workshop. Effective transportation and fine organisation were often superior to the mere physical massing of plant under one roof’. (Mumford 1966: 585). 





Even before the invention of the motor car, the radio, the motion picture, the television system and the world wide telephone, Kropotkin realised ‘that the new means of rapid transit and communication, coupled with the transmission of electric power in a network, rather than a one-dimensional line, made the small community on a par in essential technical facilities with the overcongested city’. With the small unit as the basis, Kropotkin saw the opportunity ‘for a more responsible and responsive local life, with greater scope for the human agents who were neglected and frustrated by mass organisations’ (Kropotkin 1985; Mumford 1966: 584/5).

New technologies permitted the dispersal of urban functions and generated a new pattern of urbanisation which promised to restore the balance between urban and rural areas, with outlying areas attracting industries and populations from overscale cities. This development requires planning in order to avoid scattering. Most importantly, new regional cities would acknowledge the need for limits, determining size and population. The dispersal of industries and population from overscale cities is thus a structured decentralisation. Once established, a regional city would not be allowed to expand. The city would be stationary rather than expansionary. The problem of increasing size and population would be addressed by building new cities. With limits, there are boundaries. Physical boundaries are critical in creating a sense of place underpinning community. These boundaries should respect geography, surrounding each city with a greenbelt composed of farm and recreational land, supplying each city with a source of fresh food and offering city dwellers contact with the country. Regional cities would thus create a reciprocal relation between urban and rural ways of life.

A key influence upon Mumford’s thinking with respect to the regional city was Ebenezer Howard and his Garden Cities of Tomorrow. Behind the concept of the Garden City, Howard saw 'the splendid possibilities of a new civilization based on service to the community'. Howard proposed to check the unbounded expansion of the industrial city by relocating people in new medium sized cities in the outlying country. The key principle is human scale. Urban sprawl would be prevented by surrounding these regional cities with greenbelts for agriculture and recreation. All land would be owned in common. With town and country planned as an interlocking regional whole, individuals would enjoy a  neighbourly feeling of community, social variety, fresh air and green space. ‘Town and country will be married, and out of this joyous union will spring a new hope, a new life, a new civilisation’ (Howard 1965:48).

Howard was a lasting influence upon Mumford. Mumford expressed his fulsome admiration for Howard in The City in History. Here, Mumford reveals the principles he had taken from Howard and absorbed into his own work. Mumford praised Howard for seeing that the growth of the big city was self-defeating, since, with every increase in population, traffic became more congested and central institutions became less accessible. Against endless urban expansion, Howard advocated a new pattern of city development, ‘one that would use modern technical facilities to break down the widening gap between the countryside, with its depleted economic and social facilities, and the city, with its equally depleted biological and natural advantages: he proposed to overcome both the prevalent apoplexy at the urban centre, and the paralysis at the extremities, by promoting a new pattern of city growth.’ Howard sought a stable marriage between city and country, not a week-end liaison in the form of the suburb. (Mumford 1966: 587). 
Mumford praises Howard for ‘reintroducing into city planning the ancient Greek concept of a natural limit to the growth of any organism or organization’, and for having ‘restored the human measure to the new image of the city.’ Natural limit and human measure are precisely the principles which Mumford brought into his ecological regionalism as theory and practice.
As against the purposeless mass congestion of the big metropolis, with its slums, its industrial pollution, and its lengthening journeys to work, Howard offered ‘a more organic kind of city: a city limited from the beginning in numbers and in density of habitation, limited in area, organized to carry on all the essential functions of an urban community, business, industry, administration, education; equipped too with a sufficient number of public parks and private gardens to guard health and keep the whole environment sweet.’ (Mumford 1966: 587). This new organic city would be achieved by and express the reunion of city and country, defined and buttressed by a permanent agricultural green belt. ‘Possibly the best name for such communities would be 'Green-belt Towns'. (Mumford 1966: 587). 
Mumford identifies Howard's ‘greatest contribution’ as less in recasting the physical form of the city than in developing ‘the organic concepts that underlay this form’. Howard brought essential biological criteria of dynamic equilibrium and organic balance to the city, ‘balance as between city and country in a larger ecological pattern, and balance between the varied functions of the city: above all, balance through the positive control of growth in the limitation in area, number, and density of occupation, and the practice of reproduction (colonization) when the community was threatened by such an undue increase in size as would lead only to lapse of function. If the city was to maintain its life-maintaining functions for its inhabitants, it must in its own right exhibit the organic self-control and self-containment of any other organism.’ (Mumford 1966: 587). 

Howard’s purpose was to save the city, not to escape it as his critics alleged. Howard thus sought to give the new organic city all the advantages that the big city possessed before its inordinate expansion put them beyond the means or beyond the reach of its inhabitants. Overscale cities are too large and too socially fragmented to function as a genuine human community. Howard saw that once the city has achieved an optimum size, its need is not to increase its own area and population, but ‘to be part of a larger system that has the advantage of large numbers and extensive facilities.’ (Mumford 1966: 587). In acting upon his ideal by building two garden cities – Letchworth and Welwyn Garden City – Howard initiated the New Town Movement which, for all of its flawed bureaucratic implementation, had a great deal of merit.

Mumford made the connection between Howard’s Social City and the conception of the Regional City.

In his concept of Social Cities, even before the first garden city was founded, he carried this development to its next stage. If the garden city was not to depend for its higher functions upon the over-burdened metropolis, reducing its own status to that of mere satellite, then the smaller new towns, once they were sufficient in number, must deliberately group together in a new political and cultural organization, which he called a 'Social City' - that which Clarence Stein and his colleagues were later to call the Regional City - to pool their resources and provide such facilities as large numbers alone make possible: a technical college or a university, a specialized hospital or a professional symphony orchestra. Howard pointed out that ten cities of thirty-thousand population each, connected by fast public transportation, politically federated and culturally associated, could enjoy all the advantages that a single unitary city of three hundred thousand could make possible; and it could have these advantages without the disabilities of the larger unit. What was once done by close building could now be done by close organization, thanks to rapid transportation and instantaneous communication. 




In fine, Mumford highlighted three essential principles in Howard’s concept of the Garden City. 

The first point to be noted is that the land in the garden city is not parcelled out into individual ownership: it must be held by the common authority under which it is developed: such increments as may arise through the growth of the garden city must be reserved for the community. Not merely did Howard seek to eliminate the private landlord: he eliminated the temptation to increase density in order to raise land values. He likewise did away with instability through irrational or speculative changes in land use.
The second important characteristic is controlled growth and limited population. The outward limit of urban development was set by Howard's proposal to surround every garden city by a permanent reserve of open country: to be used either for agriculture or recreation. This agricultural belt was not merely to serve as a green wall against the encroachment of other communities: it was to provide opportunity for local production of food, with a good market close at hand.








In ‘Garden Civilisation’ Mumford argued that ‘the utopia which had seemed so lofty and unattainable came down to earth’ (GC 139). Howard’s concern to discover a peaceful path to social reform as opposed to violent political revolution appealed to Mumford’s platonic temper and his concern that ideals of balance, order and good form be respected. Mumford found Howard’s marriage of town and country particularly appealing. Mumford enjoyed city life but also liked to walk in the countryside. He was concerned, then, to preserve green spaces around the expanding city, both for farming and for recreation. He would characterise the ideal human community as combining the diversity and the organism of the city with the neighbourhood stability and community closeness of the village. The integration of the best features of city and village would issue in the good life. This was Mumford’s ideal, a walking city, a scaled community connected to other communities by a transport system, separated by greenbelts. Writing with respect to Boston, Mumford proposed a surrounding greenbelt connected by an ‘emerald necklace’ running throughout from the centre of the city. The satellite towns would maintain a life ‘of their own while participating in all the diversified activities of a large city – and without paying the price in population, environmental degradation, or suburban sprawl’ (Mumford S 1982:167/8).

Mumford identified the possibility of a regional city culture and civilisation in scaled city villages like High Wycombe. This had retained its medieval heritage in its winding streets, small industries and sturdy cottages surrounded by well tended fields and farmland. Labour and living were integrated in such a way that neither the human ontology nor the natural ecology were violated. The balanced communities in the country city-villages of the Wycombe Valley would inform Mumford’s proposal for a regionalised America composed of Garden Cities. In this, Mumford followed Geddes’ maxim: ‘Civics as an art has to do, not with imagining an impossible [utopia] where all is well, but with making the most and best of each and every place, and especially of the city in which we live’. In England, Mumford  found what he had been looking for, communities which had evolved around the contours of nature and which were scaled to human dimensions. They were living instances of the organic planning which Mumford advocated.

Historically, Mumford  found models of the garden cities he wished to create in the towns of New England. From the beginning, these were planned communities that set limits on their physical growth. Land was divided and used according to social need and function rather than being given over to profit (SS-D 1-2; ‘Life by Rule of Thumb’ 1922:102/3).

Regional planning would enable a balanced urban development but needs to incorporate the social and civic dimension so as to reconfigure the culture of the city. Mumford therefore insisted that ‘we must start a regional movement in America before we can have regional planning’ (Thomas 1990:81). Mumford’s end was the emergence of a new city which encompassed social, economic and ecological aspects.

Mumford identified the neighbourhood unit as the building block of community, strengthening citizenship by creating a public life for urban dwellers. This ideal of an urban public sphere called for the reconstruction of society from the local level upwards, overcoming the massification and alienation of contemporary urban existence. Carefully managed structures within the neighbourhood unit creates an educational process which fosters democratic values through spaces for civic participation. The urban public sphere is composed of complete communities embracing all aspects of social life. They rest upon local participatory civic structures and require social justice to overcome the socio-economic inequality which has a disabling impact upon civic participation. Regional planning creates a holistic environment, furnishing the basis for an enlarged civic life. Community is thus to be defined in terms of extensive public spaces, not merely for citizen interaction and discourse in a political sense but in terms of places for a common civic life shared between individuals. These complete communities dissolve the overscaled development of the metropolis as inhuman, restoring human scale in the process. Regional planning for complete communities as urban public spheres thus adopts human ends.

In The Culture of Cities, Mumford describes ‘the re-animation and re-building of regions, as deliberate works of collective art’ as ‘the grand task of politics’ for the future generation. 

The re-animation and re-building of regions, as deliberate works of collective art, is the grand task of politics for the opening generation. It raises anew, in a form that now has fuller human significance, the fundamental questions of human inter-relationship across the ethnic, ideological, and cultural boundaries that have been carried over from the past. And as the new tasks of region-building imply shifts in the population, migration into more favored areas, and the building up or reconstruction of a multitude of new urban complexes, the politics of regional development become of critical importance. Not merely must we define and express the region: we must work out, by deliberate experiment, the areas for inter-regional co-operation and for super-regional authority. In displacing the functions of the power-state by those of the service-state we must also transform the structure of the existing organizations. The task calls for imaginative audacity and moral vision: how much so, one may discover by con​sidering the methods of political co-ordination that grew up in our recent past. (Mumford 1938: 348). 

By the 1930’s, Mumford had developed a regionally based critique of the nationalist ‘power state’. Regionalism to Mumford was an organic principle which depended upon and invigorated both the provincial and the international. Mumford was explicit that regionalism entailed a new politics beyond the nation state.





As against the ‘false stability’ of the nation state, resting upon tyranny and suppression, Mumford outlined the principles of a regionalism which corresponded to geographic, social and economic facts – that fitted the contours of the land and the cultures of the people.





Mumford describes ‘regional planning’ as a ‘new task’, involving the orderly development of the region and its finer articulation with other regions. ‘Planning involves the co-ordination of human activities in time and space, on the basis of known facts about place, work, and people. It involves the modification and re-location of various elements in the total environment for the purpose of increasing their service to the community; and it calls for the building of appropriate structures—dwellings, industrial plants, markets, water works, dams, bridges, villages, cities—to house the activities of a community and to assist the performance of all its needful functions in a timely and orderly fashion. (Mumford 1938: 374). 
Regional planning is therefore the ‘conscious direction and collective integration of all those activities which rest upon the use of the earth as site, as resource, as structure, as theater.’ The opportunities for effective co-ordination are increased to the extent that these activities are focused within definite regions, consciously delimited and utilized. Thus Mumford argues that regional planning is another stage in the more specialized or isolated processes of planning in agriculture, industry, and the city (Mumford 1938: 374). 

Mumford therefore conceived regionalism as ‘a new approach to urban planning’ (Mumford to Tullos 1 Sept 1973). It was this new approach to urban planning which the Regional Planning Association of America pursued.

The RPAA were critical of the prevailing trends of an urbanisation associated with the endless growth. City planning schemes were implicated in encouraging this growth. New roads and transit technology brought people to the cities to work and shop and then to return to their suburban residencies.

The RPAA sought to challenge the seeming inevitability of the trend toward increasing urban concentration. Changing technology and economic structures influenced thinking on this point. The old coal and steam economy concentrated industry and population along the railroads and their termini. A new age of industrial and residential decentralisation was promised by the development of the  automobile, telephone, radio and long distance electric power networks. With the electric power grid making power for industry available over a much wider area, industry no longer had to locate in specific areas. Transportation was becoming decentralised through the expanding road network, opening up more areas and permitting a wider dispersal of population and business. Such developments, Mumford argued, were restoring the ‘center of gravity’ to small rural based factories and cottage type industries managed by skilled workers (Mumford ‘The Theory and Practice of Regionalism’ 1928:18/9; CL 1951:342).

In ‘Regions – To Live In’, Mumford delineates the relationship pertaining between city and region. Regionalism underpinned the regional planning which RPAA was concerned to develop in order to check the endless, uncontrolled, profit hungry urbanisation afflicting the modern city.

‘Regional planning asks not how wide an area can be brought under the aegis of the metropolis, but how the population and civic facilities can be distributed so as to promote and stimulate a vivid, creative life throughout a whole region – a region being any geographic area that possesses a certain unity of climate, soil, vegetation, industry and culture’ (RTLI in Sussman 1976:90).

Mumford developed a holistic approach to humanity and nature, arguing that the problems afflicting the built and natural environments had to be addressed in global fashion. Culture, technology and geography were all integrated within organic principles. Mumford developed an organicist understanding that integrated art, technology and life in order to achieve spatial balance between built and natural environments. Mumford therefore envisaged a broad approach to planning, grounded in the ‘underlying geographic and economic realities’ of the region, an approach which is oriented towards creating ‘genuine communities’ and realising balance between human activities and nature (CC 1938:348 363).

The re-animation and re-building of regions, as deliberate works of collective art, is the grand task of politics for the opening generation. It raises anew, in a form that now has fuller human significance, the fundamental questions of human inter-relationship across the ethnic, ideological, and cultural boundaries that have been carried over from the past. And as the new tasks of region-building imply shifts in the population, migration into more favored areas, and the building up or reconstruction of a multitude of new urban complexes, the politics of regional development become of critical importance.

Mumford CC 1938: 347/8

For Mumford, regionalism is not just a matter of planning but entails a new political organisation connecting regions together within a larger whole by way of a federal structure. 





Mumford challenged the specialisation of knowledge and the fragmentation of social and natural life by developing an organicist conception of unity the process. This approach sought forms – urban and regional – that could base life, art, aesthetics, and technology within an authentic functional relationship. Mumford offers the planned regional city as precisely such a form, expressing order achieved out of the boundless civilisation of the present. This alternative proceeds from the potentialities of modern ‘technics’ by ‘complicating the technical in order to make it more organic’ (TC 1934:376). The processes involved are cultural, technological, biological and geographical. Mumford sought to integrate these processes to achieve ‘unity in existence’, connecting the various specialised knowledges.

Most of all, Mumford was concerned to expose the widespread prejudice of modernist developers and professionals that physical growth, size, quantity and big numbers all equate with success. Urban growth did not equate with urban progress. On the contrary, expansion beyond scale causes regress. Caught up in a growth mania that creates ‘the Intolerable City’, citizens find city life deteriorating in terms of quality, culture, experiences, relationships. Economic success increasingly collided with the culture and civilisation of cities. Indeed, as the city expanded beyond scale, urban life lost the very things that made living in the city an enriching, life-affirming experience. No amount of wealth could compensate for this loss. Paradoxically, this growth in wealth also entailed higher rents which made essential civic and cultural concerns like parks, museums, art galleries, community centres unprofitable and unaffordable. With economic expansion, the city starts to lose its cultural diversity as commercial projects win in the competition for urban space. The city is increasingly privatised from within as public spaces retreat before financial muscle (Mumford ‘The Intolerable City: Must it Keep Growing?’ 1926:286/7).

For Mumford, the skyscraper symbolised the anti-urban consequences of overscale. By sealing individuals off from one another in air-conditioned, breathless, suffocating towers of glass, steel, concrete, the skyscraper discouraged social interaction. In order to stimulate the drama central to urban living, cities had to be scaled to human dimensions. These dimensions would expand the possibility of meeting, contact, encounter (Mumford CC 1961:54/60).

The skyscraper contradicts Mumford’s demand for an organic architecture which rests upon the harmonious reconciliation of feeling and function. The skyscraper symbolised everything wrong with modern development: ‘its overgrowth, its congestion, its noise, its dizzying pace, its almost suicidal vitality, its never ending pursuit of the dollar .. A nerve straining din, as the automobile added to the noise and congestion of the downtown streets’ (quoted in Still 1956:261/2). Endless expansion was ruining the city and destroying city life.

The endless, overscale expansion of the cities had an ecological as well as a social impact. The metropolis stands condemned for being destructive of the environment. Drawing the analogy between the city and a living biological organism, Mumford makes the argument for appropriate scale. With excessive growth, the symbiotic relationship with the surrounding environment is disturbed. This destroys the ecological balance that once prevailed between city and country early in the process of urbanisation. Excessive expansion imposed too great a strain upon local resources. To maintain itself, the city is compelled to reach further and further beyond itself for food, energy, materials. In the process, the relationship of the city to the region becomes parasitic. This results in ecological imbalance. The city expands into outlying areas, swallowing up communities, farmlands and green spaces in general, imposing a continuous belt of urban settlement. The metropolis becomes a megalopolis, premised upon, and promising further, ecological disaster. The only alternative, as Mumford had learned from Howard, is to check the problem at source and build new cities in the country, drawing off excess population and industry from the overscale metropolis (Mumford ‘Theory and Practice’ 192 :24). These new cities would contain populations of between 20,000 to 30,000 with another 2,000 in the surrounding green belt. Mumford was flexible on the numbers, arguing that new cities of 300,000 could be accepted in particularly overcrowded areas. It was less important to establish a precise absolute size for new cities than to establish the need for limits. As in the Athenian ideal, cities were to have a socially and ecologically defined size, form and boundary (CC 1938:397/9 484/99).

Although the complex drama of human life reached its apex in the city, Mumford was aware that the physical character of the city, as expressed in its architecture and urban design, could enhance or inhibit this drama. The overscale city destroys the urban ecology. As a result of overscale, the city loses its diversity. The very idea of the city as an urban habitat supporting a variety of human and natural activity is destroyed. The response to breakdowns in transport, housing, law and order, industry, is more of the same, technological solutions and economic growth, the very forces driving overscale in the first place.

The problem is the endless growth of the city, reducing space, increasing congestion, raising costs to an unsustainable level. The effect of the reduction in space is the increasing spread of the city.

The overscale city rests on the construction of megastructures. These corrode the fabric of urban life as core areas of the city are functionally differentiated into specialised zones. And the pressure to open space up for large industrial complexes would both swallow up green spaces adjacent to the city as well as urban neighbourhoods within the city.

The old technologies of the railroad and the steam engine were responsible for the rapid urban growth leading to the metropolis. The new technologies extend this growth by increasing the functional differentiation within the city, swallowing up more and more land outside the city. This undermines the human and natural ecology of the city.

The metropolis is an overscale city characterised by too much of everything, too much industry and population, too great a demand upon resources, too high costs. Such a city is prone to crisis and breakdown in transportation, public utilities and social order. The ecological imbalance of urban life in the metropolis renders it inherently unsustainable. It destroys the delicate balance of places, people and nature and can only address the resulting breakdowns with the growth oriented technology responsible for destroying balance in the first place. The increased demand for industrial and commercial regeneration and public amenities and transportation is misplaced. Even if this demand could be fulfilled, this would not resolve crises whose origin lies in overscale. It would certainly destroy what remained of the liveable human habitat.

The argument does not imply that great urban centres must be dissolved but that the principle of limits be respected. Great urban centres can only survive if they are scaled to human dimensions. Overscale generates crises leading to breakdown and eventual collapse. Once appropriate scale has been achieved, new urban places must be created which possess their own particular mix of urban functions. The urban form is not ended but reconfigured. The overscale metropolis, the sprawling city centralising power and administration, and establishing vast industrial zones, residential suburbs and fashionable suburbs organised around the central business district is replaced by the scaled metropolis based on decentralised urban spaces. This takes advantage of the new technologies and exploits their potential to sustain a decentralised mode of life, to create garden cities within the region.

Running against this call for a decentralised regionalism is the predisposition of endless growth inherent in an expansionary economic system. This economy is organised around the central dynamic of capital accumulation. Under this system, values must expand. The system must expand or die. This dynamic of accumulation generates systemic forces which drive the city beyond scale.

Sunnyside and Radburn gave the ideas of the RPAA a physical presence and offered examples of planned community development. Built by the RPAA affiliated City Housing Corporation (CHC), neither Sunnyside and Radburn were model garden cities. Radburn lacked greenbelt, low income housing and industry. Sunnyside represented the redevelopment of an existing urban area. Radburn was characterised by ‘superblocks’ consisting of large interior greens and underpasses which ensured the separation of vehicular and pedestrian traffic. Peripheral roads outside the residential blocks gave vehicular traffic access to houses along cul-de-sacs. Houses faced inward towards the greens, connected by a network of pedestrian paths.

Radburn offers an example of how planning could overcome the deterioration of the quality of urban life in the age of the automobile. The most important feature is the idea of the ‘neighbourhood unit’, developing the neighbourhood as a city unit which is organised around a central community institution. The community of Radburn possessed the common ground which contained the potential to function as an institution engaging residents in a civic life (Stein 1971; RPAA Minutes of Meetings 1923/33 Meeting of 8-9 Oct 1927).

The process of decentralisation was pushed extensively by Mumford. The regional cities that he envisaged were to be divided into cellular units, small communities or neighbourhoods limited in size and density. Once, through expansion, the city no longer performed its social functions readily, once it ceases to be a city of workable neighbourhoods, the city ought to divide as a cell divides, forming another city. Growth in these terms respects limits, scale and measure and hence prevents the emergence of the metropolis and the urban sprawl associated with such a development. Mumford saw historical precedent for his argument in the Puritan towns of New England, many of which were created as a result of older towns becoming too large to function effectively (CC 1938:397/8 484/5; ‘The Social Function of Open Spaces’ (1960/1:1/6).
Jane Jacobs accused Mumford of not so much saving the city as replacing it with a green suburb in the name of the city, defining ‘wholesome housing in terms only of suburban physical qualities and small town social qualities’ (Jacobs 1961:19). Certainly, Mumford values the simple life and the clean environment of the country village. But Mumford is quite explicit in defining the garden city as an urban settlement which combines the best features of town and country, compact and bounded, distinguished from the dormitory suburb. The garden city would possess a broad industrial base and make provision to accommodate all income groups. This made it quite distinct from the homogeneous suburbs which segregated people according to income, occupation and culture. Indeed, Mumford preferred the term ‘regional city’ to ‘garden city’. The term ‘garden city’ implied a suburb whereas what Mumford was seeking was a small city expressing diversity and vitality.

The regional city would be a real city and would therefore have to offer a broad range of social and cultural facilities and functions beyond employment – theatres, libraries, museums, leisure centres, civic centres. But since no small city of 30,000 could provide the same range of cultural opportunities as a big city, Mumford proposed a constellation of small cities connected to each other by a rapid transit system. Overall activities would be coordinated and administered by a common regional government. Small cities would cluster around a larger regional centre so that an urban network is constructed which gives individuals all the benefits of a large city without the disadvantages of congestion. Each small city could have its own area of cultural specialisation and provision could be made to ensure that the cultural resources of the whole region could be pooled and shared (Mumford ‘Regional Planning and the Small Town’ 1950:84).

This proposal for new cities raises the question of what would happen to the old cities. With excess population leaving and pressures of overscale easing, there would be a great possibility of cities refounding themselves. Whilst suburbs could exchange some green space for social space, creating places for contact and interaction between individuals, thus generating a civic culture, the cities could also replace some social space with more green space, opening up room to let more air and sun in, create gardens, squares and pedestrian malls. Mumford thought that cities could develop their own particular greenbelt in the form of a continuous green web extending through neighbourhoods, connecting up garden and park. Mumford even suggested that back alleys should be converted into green malls. These would widen at places into shaded plazas, rimmed by shops and cafes. The ‘building up of older cities, the breaking up of congested centers and the establishment of new centers’ are conceived as ‘parts of one process, which aims to rehabilitate the region’ (Mumford RAI 1927:277/88; ‘Cities fit to live in’ 1948:530/3; ‘The social functions of open space’ in Crowe ed 1961:22/40).

Mumford appreciated that his proposals would meet with the hostility of business which had a vested interest in endless growth, and of public officials concerned both with the cost of the proposals and with the opposition of business. Mumford understood that the ambitious objective of building ‘cities fit to live in’ would require heavy federal and state subsidies even in the early stages (CFTLI 1948:530/3). And this required a sympathetic government. The problem is that even on those rare occasions when the cause of socialist reformism has found or even formed such a government, that government has been severely constrained by private capital.
Regardless of political problems, though, Mumford’s intellectual case was strong. Mumford called upon planners to reject the view that planning ‘is merely a way of providing the physical means for the continuous expansion and congestion of the cities’. Rather, planners ought to use their skill and influence to build, ‘region by region’, a ‘humanized’ environment, ‘with countryside and city developed together for the purpose of promoting and enhancing the good life’ (quoted by Scott 1971:250/1). The problem, of course, is that urban planners work with and within existing institutions and hence consider bold schemes for the reorganisation of urban areas like Mumford’s to be ‘futile’. Vested interests in public and private sectors cannot be challenged.

To identify urban planning with the growth of the city made more professional and political sense, if not more urban sense. Plans for reconstituting the city and founding new cities are not the province of planning and the planner but of social movements (Scott 1971:248/52).

Mumford did get a chance to put his ideas into practice. Mumford had envisaged Radburn as a full scale garden city. This vision was only partially realised, for all of the merits of the Radburn experiment. What Mumford had in mind was the garden city as a reconstituted medieval town, scaled to human needs, embodying form and unity. Such a city would express social diversity whilst also preserving social cohesion, appropriate scale and unity of form in its neighbourhoods. The best features of medieval towns and modern cities would be combined to form a new city.

Hence Mumford was concerned to emphasise that the most crucial aspect of the experiment in planning a community undertaken at Radburn was not the physical attributes the provision of civic nuclei like shops, schools and parks which serve to increase contact between individuals and the establishment of boundaries, like greenbelts and roads, so as to increase the sense of belonging. As against boundless expansion destroying form and unity, the city would be bounded to create in the neighbourhood ‘a stage upon which the drama of social life may be enacted’ (Mumford ‘Social Function’ 1/6).

Although such proposals for neighbourhood planning could be more easily undertaken in the sparsely populated areas outside of the city, the ‘neighbourhood unit’ could, with some modification, be developed in built up areas, with some streets blocked off and schools, branch libraries, health clinics, shops and theatres relocated (Mumford ‘The Neighbourhood and the Neighbourhood Unit’ 1954:256/70).

The garden city was more than a planning ideal for Mumford, an alternative to the overscale city which planners ought to adopt. The garden city was also a philosophy and a social movement which challenged the growth ideology of capitalist modernity and which contained the potential to found a new civilisation of urban and rural settlement upon principles of ecological balance and limits to growth. Such a movement promised not merely to change the places where individuals lived but the consciousness and practices and habits of these individuals. Mumford was under no illusions that the planned communities he envisaged could survive in a culture dominated by a drive for profit and physical growth (Mumford ‘The Fate of the Garden Cities’ 1927:37/9).

This is more than a physical planning question. Architecture and design are the simplest parts of planning. The human factor is the unknown. As Mumford wrote to Geddes of the work at Sunnyside Gardens: ‘They are quite confident of being able to plan a beautiful shell: They are completely at sea as to what sort of community to provide for’ (Mumford in Miller 1992:207).

Mumford’s regionalism, too, is a social movement. Mumford was concerned to affirm local literature, language and custom against the encroachment of a homogenised metropolitan culture, flattening out cultural differences and standardising regional life.

Regionalism served as a political movement for Mumford, checking the power of the nation state. Mumford thus displayed a positive attitude towards Harold Laski’s argument for the powers of the state to be divided between local and regional institutions – towns, cities, unions, producer and consumer cooperatives. The state would continue to exist as one association among many, its principal function being ‘to preserve the justice and liberty among its constituent cities, regions, associations, corporations’ (Mumford Review of Harold Laski 1919:59/61; Mumford ‘What I Believe?’ 1930:263/8). Mumford’s argument for regionalism tapped into an older tradition of town and city life, showing clear affinities with the scaled, autonomous cities of medieval Europe, managing their affairs through the guilds and corporate bodies.

Such a movement is aimed directly at the culture of excess encouraged by the dynamic of endless growth at the core of overscale cities. Regionalised decentralisation generates a new geo-urban form that enhances the human and natural habitat, creating socially and ecologically liveable cities. The problem is that fundamental human and environmental needs run counter to the system imperatives and class interests that urban governance. These are wedded to the dynamics of endless growth, expanding the city beyond a scale compatible with the social and ecological good.

The decentralised regional city contains the potential to end the sprawl which destroys balance. The garden city offers an alternative to the privatistic suburbs, satisfying the desire for greenspaces whilst respecting the need for public commons, avoiding the class-income exclusion which characterises bourgeois suburbs.

Regional development would make it possible to adapt open spaces to the needs of urban dwellers whilst preserving the patterns of the land. Development proceeding within the cluster of garden cities avoids the destruction of the environment associated with sprawl and transportation, reducing the necessity of the automobile. Planned regional decentralisation thus develops an alternative to the sprawl associated with the metropolis. And it offers a sustainable mode of life whereas the metropolis is inviting its own collapse through its increasing need for huge infusions of energy to sustain an overscale pattern of urban existence.

Mumford was not an uncritical advocate of garden cities. He condemned the British new towns for their lack of cultural vitality, lively town life and handsome architectural forms. These qualities could all be found in the medieval cities which Mumford favoured. The new towns did not so much realise the garden city as replace the city with the garden. Wide streets with houses lined by front gardens and lawns looked more like neatly manicured dormitory suburbs. As a reaction against overcrowding in British industrial areas, the planners had opted for privacy over sociability (LM-CS July 8 1954 CSP; LM-FJO April 6 1964; Aug 2 1957 FJOC).

All of which makes it plain that Mumford was very far from being uncritical in his advocacy of the garden city, which is something that his critics have frequently alleged (Jacobs 1961; Goodman ‘Pragmatism’ 444/7). Mumford is as keen as his critics that zoning of work, residence and industry is inimical to urban life, that each district should be a city in miniature, that the urban form should fit the terrain (ILM July 6 1984; LM ‘Opinions of the New Towns’ 1956:161/4; Mumford ‘The Sky Line: Old Forms for New Towns’ 1953:138/46).

Nevertheless, Mumford never abandoned his commitment to the garden city idea, although he developed an awareness of the forces working against it. To the end, Mumford  argued in favour of a constellation of medium sized communities set within publicly protected green spaces given over to farming and recreation.

7 THE REGIONAL CITY

Mumford’s argument is structured around a vision of the regional city. Mumford clarifies his position on planned decentralisation in his critique of the regional plan of New York and its environs. For Mumford, the plan did not meet its regional objectives. It set out the need to decentralise industry and population, create open spaces, lower densities, create garden suburbs (Adams ‘In defence of the regional plan’ in Sussman 1976:264). But the plan failed to check the dynamic of endless growth. Further, Adams fitted his plan to political and business elites, putting it in the service of those interests. He thus sought to order the metropolis better rather than to restructure it. True, Adams’ plan sought to establish the region as an entity possessing definite boundaries. But the ecological dimension of the region was sacrificed in the process. The sense of place as the product of the interaction of human beings with the natural environment was lost.





Mumford objected to Adams’ method. By modelling planning on the ‘hard’ sciences, Adams turned the city into a natural phenomenon whose shape could only be determined by scientists, not by the public deliberation of citizens. Mumford rejected the deterministic approach of Adams. The region would not be ‘determined by the social and economic forces that have acted in the past’ but by the moral, cultural and aesthetic choices that are made in the present (Mumford PNY 1932:229/30).

Mumford supported the sites given over for industrial decentralisation but argued that these needed to be accompanied by ‘proposals for new decentralised business areas’ (PNY 1932:235). He called for the creation of ‘business subcenters’ which could function for ‘recentralisation’ around smaller central districts. Such a proposal offers a basis for addressing the problems of the existing metropolis.

Mumford condemned the plan for failing to consider ‘alternative possibilities’ with regard to decentralisation, opting instead for a ‘compromise’ with business interests. The plan is deficient in public terms, treating issues central to the public as social issues which fall ‘outside the province of the planner’ (PNY 1932:246). Mumford sought to explore the alternative ways of living and values that new technologies promised with regard to regionalised decentralisation. This defined the regional city as both a green republic and as a democratic public community.

Mumford’s critique of the plan highlights his key principles. Mumford defined the scaled regional city against the overscaled metropolis, the organic community against the socially stratified city, small units against megastructures. Mumford’s organicist principles were premised upon natural regional structures – hydraulic, climactic and biological – respecting limits as against the conceit of power and the endless growth which ignored limits.

These were principles which Mumford had long pursued. For Mumford, regional planning was more than ‘just a technique’ but a ‘mode of thinking and a method of procedure’. To address the problem as a question of housing would be to proceed from the wrong end. This would only serve to encourage real estate speculation, a massing of outsized towers, overcrowding and zoning. Planning that proceeded along these lines reproduced the very urban chaos that it purported to solve. Adams’ plan was designed to serve the needs of the corporate rulers of New York: its aim from the beginning was as much welfare and amenity as could be obtained without altering any of the political and business institutions which have made the city precisely what it is’. 

In contrast, a true regional city would be oriented toward:

The reinvigoration and rehabilitation of whole regions so that the products of culture and civilisation, instead of being confined to a prosperous minority in the congested centers shall be available to everyone at every point in a region where the physical basis for the cultivated life can be laid down.

RTLI 1925:151 in Sussman 1976:92/3

In visualising the alternative, the RPAA thinkers produced a map of the state of New York. This was divided into three areas:

1)	Plains stretching up the Hudson into the Mohawk Valley, comprising market gardens and orchards, small factories and medium-sized cities;
2)	Plateau as table land for dairy and subsistence farming;
3)	Highlands with forest and water reserves.

In sum, these natural areas created a relief model of the valley section, rising up from regional cities and staple crop bottom lands to small farms and diversified agriculture with pastoral slopes and wilderness alongside the rim.
Employing the valley section as an organising concept. Mumford was able to project the regional dispersal of people and industry in a consciously planned migration out of New York. ‘For a hundred years in America, business has been concentrating financial resources, concentrating factories and urban districts, attempting to create material prosperity by producing goods which could be quickly “turned over”’. Mumford appreciated that a new industrial revolution was underway, decentralising industry and dispersing people beyond the city into its environs. This would be the ‘fourth migration’ leading out of the metropolis.

Mumford’s criticism of the Adams Plan was thus based upon a regionalist vision for the city. Mumford was clear that the urban chaos of the metropolis could only be overcome by a new exploration of the valley section concept, setting cities like New York within a natural framework. In presenting his case against the metropolitanists, Mumford proceeded from the need to lift from the city ‘some of the burden of the business overhead and sales promotion ground rents in congested districts and so forth’ (RTLI 1925:92).
The ecological dimension of Mumford’s regionalism is to be stressed. Here he built upon the work of RPAA colleagues like Benton McKaye. McKaye’s ‘visualisations’  encompassed more than urban planning and housing but sought to bridge the conservation movement and community planning so as to envisage regional planning as ‘a single thing’. McKaye developed his trail as a network of interrelated systems, ‘a thing to grow and be developed apart from our more commercial development’. McKaye proposed that a series of wilderness ‘neutral zones’ be established so as to offer all citizens ‘equal opportunity for real life’. McKaye brought a ‘broad gauged enlightening approach’ to the problems generated by commercial and industrial life, an approach designed to preserve ‘habitability’ against the ‘grinding down process of our modern life’. City planning should proceed by founding a solid regional base for ‘a more extensive and systematic development of outdoor community life’. The creation of communal farms and recreation camps would nurture ‘the primal instincts of .. working in a common cause’.

In McKaye’s vision, the trail was created above these base-camp communities, ‘a path of exploration .. something to be dramatized .. the primal story of planet earth – its life, its structure and its oneness’. McKaye rounded off his vision by coming back to the practical world of the architect and the planner. ‘It is a project in housing and community architecture’ (McKaye 1921:3/8).

McKaye’s vision emphasised the necessity of local initiative and popular participation in building the trail. The government was to make land available for people to repossess: ‘we should survey and chart our areas of highland wilderness as well as cut our lines of trail. We should pilot the boundaries of our realm. We should find and show what lies within – what forests, actual or potential; what upland range lands; what cabin sites; what vistas to unfold. And on this basis we should visualize a plan of occupation: that is, we should reveal the hidden plan of nature to this end’ (McKaye 1927:163/71 in Bryant ed 1968:169/79). McKaye thus urged city planners and architects to join with conservationists so as to counteract the growth of the metropolis. Mumford learned valuable lessons from this.

Also relevant to Mumford’s views is the principle of social justice. Civic virtue is unlikely to flourish in conditions where great inequalities of wealth prevailed. Civic virtue required an organic community in which power and form had been decentralised and resources equalised. Urban form needed to be decentralised and political life and culture recontextualised within the region.

Mumford’s principal objective was to establish a reciprocal relation between culture and nature. Mumford offered the decentralised regionalism of the garden city as crucial to this environmental balance. The organic approach to planning would restructure the city and its environs, integrating the urban environment with the countryside.

Mumford’s concerns are of contemporary relevance. If the garden city idea of creating greenbelts around urban areas is increasingly problematic, it is possible to reconfigure an existing urban environment. This involves preserving ecologically significant land, supporting regional agriculture, creating greenways within cities. The bigger task is the ‘greening’ of the cityscape, restoring wasteland, ending pollution, creating spaces for biological diversity. The urban landscape can thus become ecological by reconciling human activity with plant and animal life. The city, the region and the biosphere will be integrated in a holistic conception.

Mumford’s ecological regionalism is a practice that establishes a reciprocal relation between function and aesthetics, a vision of ethical and cultural renewal, a strategy for reconstituting a civic public, and a means of reorienting political economy. A new approach to political economy was essential so as to realise the liberatory possibilities inherent in neotechnics. Mumford also addressed the political implications of regionalism. A reinvigorated public sphere is the key to functioning regional economies and communities. Regional decentralisation both enables and requires a civic public sphere and a reconfigured political economy. Mumford thus develops a conception of a regional public sphere and a regional political economy that recovers the sense of place which is crucial to community, integrating economics and ecology through the geographic restructuring of urban space. This establishes a basis for a careful organic planning within ‘the regional framework of civilisation’. Mumford’s ‘community’ is a progressive politics of place resting upon a regional political economy and civic democracy. This implies the creation of new civic institutions powered from below through the local regional level. Mumford’s work thus entails a progressive integration of planning and participation, sustaining a decentralised politics and economics (Clavel 1986).

This raises the question of ‘what, in a global economy, could a community do for itself’ (Gunn 1991:vii). David Morns argues for the creation of neighbourhood, city and regional economies so as to expand opportunities for locally owned firms to engage in international trade (Morns in Gordon ed 1990). The various proposals for community development and the greening of the cities calls for new institutions and economies so as to subvert existing structures and generate new ones.

The necessity of social and political transformation has to be understood in the context of the globalisation of economic relations, inflicting urban degradation through deindustrialisation in the old cities whilst inflicting ecological destruction through industrialisation in the new cities. The process of urban reinvention must proceed from an assessment of how a ‘green’ politics and economics can be shaped around the natural region. This creates the possibility of a green political economy which reorients production and its purpose. Notions of ecological urban sustainability are built into the design.

This is a vision for the critical recovery of the polis on the modern terrain, reconfiguring and recontextualising modern technologies and techniques so as to create the material preconditions of a free and equal citizenship as a universal designation. Democracy could thus be realised as a participatory conception, sustaining the notion of a public sphere or spheres capable of supporting citizen association, interaction, deliberation and decision-making. This public is capable of exercising conscious control over the world, mediating social and natural ecology and forming an invigorating polis that embodies not only a democratic citizenship but also an ecological citizenship. Mumford’s concern to root democracy in diversity in the context of defining a universal good out of respect for particularity establishes the framework for mediating between social and natural ecology.

Mumford developed a conception of regional development and decentralisation which integrated the social world and the natural ecosystem. By locating the role of technics within the process of civilisation, Mumford connected urban planning with an ecological awareness of the natural region. Mumford was thus concerned to develop urban planning within the conception of the regional city so as to respect the integrity of both a civic minded social order and the natural region. Urban planning, for Mumford, entailed a civic and ecological regionalism premised upon local renewal.

Regionalism, and the decentralisation that it presupposed, offered the most realistic alternative to the megamachine. Mumford’s ecological regionalism has its roots in Thoreau, Whitman and Emerson and is firmly part of an American ‘green tradition’ (Paul 1976). This strand of ecological thinking offers a critique of and an alternative to the anti-social individualism of commercial society. Mumford’s achievement is to have developed this green tradition in terms of a new technique of regional planning, developing an ecology of place. Mumford’s thought envisages the nation as composing a republic of regions combining geographical diversity with participatory democracy.

Mumford sought to restore subjectivity to place. Ecological regionalism is a generous ‘science’ that accommodates subjective experience. Regionalism advances a vision of an organic order which sustains a vital culture. It offers an alternative to the dominant modernist culture that imposes technological solutions upon social and natural space. Such solutions resulted in the ‘anti-city’, the physical force of the machine suppressing organic and human communities. Regionalism looks to recover organic order by respecting the contours of the land against its suppression under the forces of modernity. The recovery of this organic connection to nature was integral to the realisation of the participatory modes of the civic democratic tradition.

Regional planning was required to ensure that technology fitted natural patterns rather than destroyed them, respecting limits and fostering diversity. The purpose of planning would be to end the destruction of urban and ecological life, laying the foundations for a healthy society set in its natural ecosystem. Urban life would be organised in harmonious relation to the forces of the regional ecosystem. The reorientation of urban life in relation to nature reversed the process of urbanisation. Mumford here proposed a novel reading of Howard’s garden city combining town and country, recovering the city as a  polis in organic relation to the regional ecosystem, such a city would seek natural economies as opposed to scale economies, developing sources of power that did not dissipate non-renewable resources, discovering efficiency in human scale, orienting production to the satisfaction of real needs as opposed to manufactured wants and stimulated desires.

Mumford’s regional city, which he also described as a ‘green republic’, offers a way of overcoming the decay of the city and the destruction of the natural environment. He offers a vision of a modern polis democracy, an urban public square, which recontextualises the urban realm in relation to the regional ecosystem. Ecological regionalism is to be made a guiding principle orienting urban regeneration.


Throughout his many and varied writings, Lewis Mumford articulated a coherent, realistic and compelling argument for the regional city as a democratic and green civic order. Such a vision challenged the decay and disorder associated with the overscale city, the metropolis, adapting modern technologies so as to turn them from the destructive path that they were on and realise them as a force for decentralisation. With Mumford, social justice and ecological justice were integral to each other, since both had a common enemy in the forces of capitalist industrialisation, particularly the dynamic of capital accumulation. The exploitation of nature was also accompanied by the exploitation of human beings within the same relations of production. New relations respecting both humanity and nature were required so as to create a new urban form that enhanced the urban landscape and the land in general. The great merit of Mumford’s position is to have realised that the environmental crisis is also, and is fundamentally, the result of a crisis in the human or social ecology. An economic system which exploits human beings will exist in exploitative relation to non-human resources also. The destruction of the environment will also be accompanied by the destruction of urban forms and communities. Mumford’s ecological regionalism and regional city is an attempt to overcome this total crisis in human historical development. Mumford was not anti-modernist, although he exposed the violent, repressive underside of modernity as well as anyone has done. Mumford sought to devise an urban form which was capable of controlling and directing the forces of production, science and technology towards socially and ecologically desirable ends. To this end, he challenges the intransigence of alien institutions and elites with a vision of decentralised regionalism.

The concern with achieving appropriate scale, identifying the destructive consequences of overscale implies an ecology of place within the region. Mumford’s claim is that an aesthetics of place could accommodate modern technology and society as a creative response to modernisation connecting technical and artistic worlds. Mumford thus sought to embrace the potentialities of science and technology within organicist principles of design. The garden city embodied these hopes, employing new technologies and sited in close proximity to the natural world. The garden cities foster a sense of place as something integral to the sense of self and to the comprehension of life. Consequently, the garden city offers a context for the creative use of modern technology. Mumford conceived the region as the locus for the integration of ecological principles and technological development. He hoped that the region in ‘all its sites and resources, from forest to city, from highland to water level, may be soundly developed .. so that population will be distributed so as to utilize, rather than to nullify or destroy, its natural advantages’ (RTLI 1925:151/2).

Mumford wanted to subject modern technology to public deliberation so that the ends may be determined consciously. A sense of place within community is crucial to ensuring the balance between the built and natural environment. Design is to use modern capabilities and planning techniques to oppose decentralised urban centres to overscale urban megastructures (Mumford ‘Rational Modernism’ 298). This offers a way of resolving the predicaments of modern technological rationalisation.

Within the progressive forces of industrialisation it is possible to discern another darker politics unfolding within the dynamics of social change. Lewis Mumford saw in the inexorable advance of science, technology and the mechanistic approach to the world a terrifying violence against moral, aesthetic and ecological potentialities. At the core of this vision is the notion of the interdependence of social and ecological justice. One of the greatest crimes perpetrated by the forces for injustice in contemporary culture is to have constantly diverted attention from this systematic violation of human and ecological needs through the imposition and exaltation of systemic imperatives as more important.

Mumford’s intention was to refashion the mindscape of an alienated culture, to return patterns of human life to ecological, ethical and aesthetic realities that had long been extinguished from the modern world. This would be to liberate ethical human potentialities from the constraining reality which ensures their perversion within technological-industrial society. The realisation of this vision demands a ‘new politics’, a politics that is beyond the well worn grooves that confine possibilities to an earlier historical horizon. That the world is in the grip of crisis is evident. In every part of the world, millions are calling for the resolution of social and environmental crisis. The elites of business and government, dominating a plethora of international agencies, offer only more of the problem as the solution – more trade, more growth, more production, all proceeding through the principal agents of global crisis – the corporations. An alternative approach is required to resolve the paradox of progress, a paradox which ensures that the problems of the world increase through the expansion of the means of their resolution.

If ‘progress’, technology, and growth really were the solution, there would not be a problem in the first place. Three hundred years of technological innovation and economic expansion have issued in ugly cities and in societies characterised by excess, waste, violence and misery. People who are materially richer than any other in history are experiencing a profound spiritual and moral malaise. More than two centuries after Kant theorised the ideal of ‘perpetual peace’, the spectre of total war has never loomed larger. ‘Progress’ in itself cannot be a solution. If it were, modern society would not be in the grip of the neurosis and nihilism it now is. There is no automatic connection between technological expansion on the one hand and human happiness and freedom on the other. The means of the one do not necessarily ensure the realisation of the ends of the other. Human beings may conquer nature by institutional and technological means, increasing instrumental power and material wealth, but without the interpenetration of means and ends within social and ecological objectives, this merely serves to multiply the means diverting from fundamental potentialities.

The danger is, as problems go unaddressed, manipulated through existing political channels fashioned in a bye-gone age, nihilism and neurosis increase and an increasingly desperate people fall into the embrace of the totalitarian state. For their own safety, of course. Once human society descends so far down in the quest for public safety, it may soon yearn the ‘perpetual peace’ of total annihilation. Elites find it easy to manipulate the consent of the people for the insane pragmatism of those systematically constructing the machinery of ultimate destruction. For those self-serving mediocrities, the mendacious mandarins conducting the technocratic politics of a hollow society, are themselves afflicted by the politics of despair.

Relentless urban expansion and concentration has nothing to do with technological or industrial necessity as such and everything to do with power and control. Industry is no longer tied to the centralising force of steam power and could easily be decentralised.

Rapid, centralising urbanisation in both the developed and developing parts of the world is profoundly dysfunctional. Yet business and government are united in imposing urbanisation in its most centralising destructive form. Such urbanisation is at the core of development strategies by the state and capital. A chosen pattern of life is offered as a necessity when it is not.

Ultimately, these questions are political. Mumford offers an original approach to politics. Against a parliamentary liberalism which confines politics within the nation state, Mumford analysed contemporary social and cultural dynamics to project a revitalised urban and regional politics and an urban political economy which would be capable of reconstituting a genuine civic order. Regionalism and the growth of in civic consciousness fosters cultural diversity and hence checks the growing hegemony of an international metropolitan culture.


The future of nations lies in the success which greets the efforts of communities and associations to establish corporate autonomy and to carry on their functions without subservience to that large and jealous corporation called the state.

Mumford ‘The status of the state’ 1919:59/61


Against the homogenisation of society, culture and politics, Mumford offered a vision of a politically decentralised and culturally diverse civil order constituted by political and economic institutions within local and regional communities.

For all of the use of words like restore and recover, Mumford did not embrace a nostalgic paradigm which identified all the best models of civic order and city life in the past. Mumford was not attempting to recover a lost past. Any renewal or recreation on his part was future oriented. Certainly, regionalism implied a politics and culture based on ‘compact and closely integrated communities’ (Mumford ‘The crisis of the socialist left’ MS 1915, MP). This offers something novel - a new political culture or cultural politics, a politics rooted in an expressivist mode of everyday life. Regionalism is the subjective recovery of place leading to an existential mode of politics. This entails a sense of place through the scientific apprehension of the environment and a notion of socio-cultural activity arising in the geographic associations of place. For Mumford, regionalism contained the potential to offer an alternative framework for social and political life, reviving cities on the basis of cooperative institutions. Such a view seeks to replace the national state by the regional city.

In the Utopia of the National State there are no natural regions; and the equally natural grouping of people in towns, villages and cities, which, as Aristotle points out, is perhaps the chief distinction between man and the other animals, is tolerated only upon the fiction that the State hands over to these groups a portion of its omnipotent authority, or ' sovereignty ' as it is called, and permits them to exercise a corporate life. Unfortunately for this beautiful myth, which generations of lawyers and statesmen have laboured to build up, cities existed long before states—there was a Rome on the Tiber long before there was a Roman Imperium—and the gracious permission of the state is simply a perfunctory seal upon the accomplished fact....
Instead of recognising natural regions and natural groups of people, the Utopia of nationalism establishes by the surveyor's line a certain realm called national territory, and makes all the inhabitants of this territory the members of a single, indivisible group, the nation, which is supposed to be prior in claim and superior in power to all other groups. This is the only social formation which is officially recognised within the national Utopia. What is common to all the inhabitants of this territory is thought to be of far greater importance than any of the things that bind men together in particular civic or industrial groups.

Mumford quoted in Berneri Introduction Journey Through Utopia

There is a need to address Mumford’s deficiencies with regards to developing a strategy of politics which would enable the ideal to be translated into the real. Mumford is curiously silent when it comes to political organisation and action. Mumford is not particularly forthcoming on the processes by which novel forms and institutions emerge to constitute the new social order. Instead of political  struggle and change there is moral and cultural conversion. In these terms, Mumford’s call for new cooperative relationships between nature, society, culture and self is a valuable legacy, broadening the range of issues that fall within the scope of politics. But as regards political strategy, Mumford is silent.

Mumford’s silences with respect to politics owe a great deal to his concern with the end rather than with the  means. Mumford was frequently cautioned that his proposals ignored the complex web of political and administrative interests in the way of his regional programme. In reply, Mumford would point out that his concern was with what was desirable from a human perspective, not what was practicable within existing political and institutional constraints (LM-CS April 3 1964 CSP). And Mumford had a point to the extent that those constraints were the problem and not the sphere of potential solution.

The emphasis upon participating in vigorous local communities has the basis to found a public platform or oppositional politics challenging the values and imperatives of the megamachine.

The 1914-1918 war taught Mumford to be sceptical of the state, critical even. Throughout his life, Mumford maintained his distance from the state, even when he acknowledged that programmes for urban renewal would require resources that only the federal government could offer. Mumford’s was a social rather than a narrowly – institutionally – political argument. Mumford sought to restore health to society by drawing power from the state. War was ‘constitutional’ to the state. The state is ‘imperialistic’ by nature (Mumford ‘Patriotism and its consequences’ 1919:406/7; ‘The old order and the new’ 1919:65; ‘Wardom and the state’ 1919:303/5). Mumford’s position was distinguished from liberal reformism and social democracy, both of which identified the state as a vehicle of social change, and from communism. Mumford’s argument is anarchistic. Whether Mumford may be called an anarchist is questionable. His ethical objections to the state as well as his general aloofness from the formal political sphere identify Mumford as an anarchist. Nevertheless, Mumford quite readily acknowledged the need for government involvement in programmes of social reform. Perhaps Mumford was merely pragmatic enough to recognise that the government was the only agency capable of managing and financing reform programmes in current conditions, hoping that the conditions for self-initiative and self-organisation could thereby be created. In all of his engagements with practical politics, Mumford never restricted his vision to the narrow, instrumental conception of politics but instead sought to widen the scope of politics so that it could become coextensive with social life. The recovery of democratic politics, he realised, implied a new relationship between the institutional sphere and the everyday life world. Mumford defined a new, expressivist mode of politics contextualised in terms of the everyday social practices and processes of real individuals. His concern to give form to this vision led Mumford to develop the conception of regionalism so as to accommodate both the immediacy of the local public sphere and the global institutional power of the state. Mumford, in truth, is neither a centraliser nor a decentraliser but is a theorist of scale who sought to locate power at the most effective and appropriate level. Mumford thus developed a new mode of political expression which sought human scale within the natural region. This amounts to a conception of a modern polis, an urban-ecological public sphere, forming the basis of a civic democratic culture.

Mumford’s critique of power was cultural as well as social, embracing ethics and aesthetics. He sought a new socio-cultural mode of politics coexistent with everyday urban life and set within the natural ecosystem. Mumford set the city within its environing social and ecological relations, expressing social and cultural dynamics with respect to the human interaction with the environment.

For Mumford, politics and the formal institutional sphere offered limited possibilities for a real transformation. In his view, political action must be superseded by a more substantial socio-cultural transformation, one which changed values. Change is ‘not merely a matter of appropriating catchwords or starting [political] parties: it is a matter of altering the entire basis upon which our present venal and mechanistic and life-denying civilisation rests’ (Mumford ‘Reflections on our present dilemmas’, 1919 in FK 1975:200/9).

Mumford had little respect for organised political creeds which attempt to engineer the ideal public and which are characterised by sterile, mechanistic thinking. He dismissed Marxism as a mixture of ‘formulas and incarnations’ (Mumford ‘Second decade’ 1961; ‘The year 1918’ 1919; ‘Geography as a basis for social reform’ 1917 MP).

Mumford sought nothing less than the revaluation of all values in the modern world. Modern civilisation had reached a point where ‘progress’ was measured in terms of the capacity to destroy life, to annihilate it. Technological development had unleashed destructive tendencies within modern rationalisation. The development of forces of production through industrialisation had created a technological capacity for destruction. The destructive tendencies, exercised against social and human ecology as well as against the natural ecosystem, could only be checked by a new mode of thinking, acting and organising with respect to the relation to nature. For the destructive impulse, in Mumford’s view, was the product of a limited notion of self and subjectivity, shaped in antagonistic relation to nature. The redefinition of self implied changes in culture and values.

What is most striking about Mumford’s argument is that it conceives a socio-cultural transformation that integrates political, aesthetic and ecological themes. The redefinition of the self thus proceeds within the reconstituted civic democratic tradition presupposing a polis recontextualised in relation to the ecological region. An organic local community that was both public and ecological was crucial to Mumford’s attempts to make the regional city a practical ideal entailed redefining technological capacity along ecological lines and scaling power to human dimensions. The resulting socio-geographical perspective envisaged a civic culture that was also a regional ecology.
In developing an ecology of place, Mumford succeeded in connecting society, culture and ecology in a new expressivist mode of politics. Recovering the subjectivity of place, Mumford’s ecological regionalism emerges also as a socio-cultural project. And Mumford connected this ideal to a decentralised participatory conception of a civic politics required to sustain regional planning.
Ed Soja has argued that the American restructuring of the city in light of the depression represented a process in which ‘capital and the state worked effectively to replan the city as a consumption machine, transforming luxuries into necessities, as massive suburbanisation created expanded markets in consumer durables’ (Soja 1989:101/2). This proceeded under a ‘state-managed urban system’ involving the selective abandonment of the inner urban core and expensive state subsidies supporting those left in the urban core (Soja 1989:180/9).
Mumford was aware that the project of regional planning needed to develop a political character and address the facts of socio-economic power. Regional industrialisation was ‘a function of banking and credit. The economies of power, machinery, the natural resources of industrial regions, all the elements that contribute to the livelihood of a community are perverted, under financial conventions that more or less dominate all minds, into an apparatus estimated almost exclusively in terms of profits and dividends’ (Mumford TPR 1928:22).

For all of the implicit radicalism, even socialism, of Mumford’s writings, Mumford had little sympathy for Marxism. Mumford doubted that the means of the Marxist parties were consistent with their ends. ‘I should be only too happy to throw my lot in with the communists if I could see that their animus and habits of mind would lead toward a communist society’ (Mumford August 17 1932, MCP). Mumford disagreed more with the means than the end. He had identified himself as a ‘communist’ since reading Plato’s Republic. Mumford’s ‘communism’ was a position that he had reached independently of any political movement. Mumford envisaged the transfer of the legal rights of property from individual owners to the community as a whole, enabling the economy to be governed according to social welfare rather than profit. Government would establish a guaranteed minimum income for all as a right of citizenship. With these controls in place, government could act to restrain economic growth and ‘turn society from its feverish preoccupation with money making inventions, goods, profits, salesmanship .. to the deliberate promotion of the more humane functions of life’. Interestingly, the end that Mumford  had in view was not the red but the ‘green republic’ (Mumford  ‘If I were a dictator’ 1931:631; Mumford ‘Manifesto’ 1932 LMC).

Mumford accepted the need for the national planning of the economy. However, he sought to democratise planning functions and agencies by diffusing power to the local level. Decisions are to be taken by those directly affected by the outcomes.

Mumford’s advocacy of the ‘green republic’ makes him a pioneer of a ‘new’ politics which is beyond social democracy and communism. But this put him out on a limb at the time. To argue that the pace of industrial expansion be severely curtailed was hardly a political platform likely to win support at a time of mass unemployment. Indeed, given the dependence of all upon crisis prone capital accumulation and wage labour, a good time for such a politics could never exist (TC 1934:280/3 364/435).

What Mumford was proposing was a novel  version of John Stuart Mill’s stationary state, challenging the conventional approach to social justice which emphasises abundance through economic growth. Mumford instead put the emphasis upon a fair distribution of the results of growth already achieved. In the economy of ‘basic communism’, the working classes would be given a decent income by a redistribution which reduced the income of the upper classes. Social justice should mean precisely that the excesses of riches and poverty should be avoided as ruinous to the polity. A fair distribution making for stability in balance and function should be achieved. All classes should be forced to accept a ‘normalised standard of consumption’. Imposing constraints upon growth would foster a cooperative ethos and a more disciplined ordering of the relationship of human beings to the material world. The word in the new era is ‘stability, not expansion’ (CM 1944:391/423; TC 1934:364/433).

Capitalism in America and elsewhere cannot be overthrown by a direct assault on the state institutions and the banks: ‘it will be changed by the continuous pressure of organised economic groups, working towards concrete ends, the control of industry, the socialisation of a municipal utility, the nationalisation of a resource, the planning of great public works’ (Mumford ‘A challenge to America’s intellectuals’ 1930/1:407/8). Radicals need to end their sloganising about the revolution and start acting within their communities and the nation in order to realise specific social ends. Such incremental activity builds a momentum of its own and proceeds from the local to the global.
Mumford realised that a diversity of small groups lobbying for change could not, by itself, achieve social transformation. He therefore argued for the formation of a progressive front of economic and political groups (Mumford ‘Preface to action’ 1931 LMC). Nevertheless, Mumford is strangely distant from politics, keeping himself free of organised political parties and movements. This gave him freedom as a critic and as a theorist. It also meant that he lacked the means to translate his thought into action in a broad sense. Mumford’s view was that political action alone was insufficient and needed to be accompanied by a ‘moral and spiritual regeneration’ (Mumford ‘Challenge’ 1930/1:409/10). But what, exactly, are the political implications of such regeneration?

8 CITYSCAPE – THE URBAN PROSPECT

Describing what he calls “a one-way system,” Mumford points out that “with the present means of long-distance mass communication, sprawling isolation has proved an even more effective method of keeping a population under control” (Mumford 1961: 583/4). Urbanisation is currently proceeding as a mechanism by which asymmetrical class relations are preserved by atomizing the working class even as they are concentrated together by the conditions of industrial production. The capital system wages a constant struggle against any force or movement that might encourage solidary exchange and action and identity amongst the working class. The efforts of the ruling power since the French Revolution to intensity the means of maintaining law and order in the streets reach their final culmination in the suppression of the street itself. 

With direct contact and face-to-face association inhibited as far as possible, all knowledge and direction can be monopolized by central agents and conveyed through guarded channels, too costly to be utilised by small groups or private individuals, To exercise free speech in such a scattered, dissociated community one must 'buy time' on the air or 'buy space' in the newspaper. Each member of Suburbia becomes imprisoned by the very separation that he has prized : he is fed through a narrow opening: a telephone line, a radio band, a television circuit. This is not, it goes without saying, the result of a conscious conspiracy by a cunning minority : it is an organic by-product of an economy that sacrifices human development to mechanical processing. 

Mumford CH 1961: 583/5 

However, the general trend toward atomisation, which forms the underlying essence of capitalist urbanisation, is also accompanied by a controlled reintegration of the working class according to the needs of production and consumption. Various attempts are made to foster pseudo community, factories, housing developments, barracks. The biggest ‘illusory community’ of all in the modern world is the state. (Marx The German Ideology 1999: 84/5). 

Mumford pointed to the seeds of self-destruction within the urban environment. Mumford drew attention to the way that the expanding city was covering the countryside with “a formless mass of thinly spread semi-urban tissue”. This trend was governed by the imperatives of consumption, with the automobile — the paradigmatic symbol of commodity abundance — leaving its mark all over the divided landscape in the form of the freeways which tear up the urban centres and promote an ever-wider dispersal. The urban fabric is partially reconstituted around giant shopping centres, built outside of town, inviting traffic and turning even more land into parking lots. These temples of frenetic consumption are merely the most visible aspect of the general process of decomposition in which the city ultimately consumes itself. 
After nearly half a century writing on the urban environment, Lewis Mumford became the target of critics who considered him to be part of a failing and outmoded planning tradition. Jane Jacobs was particularly outspoken in her criticism. Jacobs targeted Mumford as part of her general assault upon urban planners. To Jacobs, urban planners were technocrats who, employing the language of scientific objectivity, turned the city into a natural object and proceeded to impose a programme of destruction. Urban planners promote urban renewal in terms of grand schemes of development and construction to the neglect of and at the expense of the delicate fabric of existing urban life. The result is a bleak, barren urban landscape. Jacobs argued that the problem lay with a modernist urban planning which placed an almost exclusive emphasis upon the physical dimensions of an urban area to the neglect of urban social life. Operating according to a crude sociological conception of mass society, urban planners look to spatial organisation to make good the perceived deficiencies of social life. The planners completely ignore the authentic community life that urban dwellers generate for themselves. The solution is for planning to proceed by recognising the capacity of existing urban social life to generate and sustain its own forms of community, forms which planning may destroy but can never create.

For Jacobs, an urban planning which is commensurate with the urban social fabric organises its strategy around the ‘street neighbourhood’. Jacobs thus offers a useful corrective to those who see only the problems of urbanism. If existing conditions are destructive of urban social life, the urban world and the urban dwellers within it, retain the capacity to reconstitute forms of community based upon new kinds of social interaction. Jacobs herself believed that the atomism of the contemporary city could be overcome by the examples of urban voluntarism and mutualism she also discerned in street neighbourhoods, eventually constituting the foundation for a decentralist planning and politics.

Jacobs accused the urban planners of a deliberate misunderstanding of urban social life through their overemphasis upon the physical aspect of planning. Jacobs identified the source of this undifferentiated planning in the anti-urban vision of nineteenth century utopians and their ideas of ‘simple environments’ and ‘harmonious consensus’ (Jacobs 1961:374). Jacobs condemns this planning tradition, up to Le Corbusier, as forming no more than ‘primarily architectural design cults’ (Jacobs 1961:375). Detached from real urban communities or neighbourhoods, planning becomes a technocratic instrument which is destructive of the city.

There is much to commend in Jacobs’ argument. But her criticism of Mumford as part of the urban planning tradition that she criticises as technocratic is misplaced. Jacobs fails to differentiate between the various positions within the planning tradition and hence casually lumps Mumford in with planners whom Mumford himself subjected to severe criticism, Le Corbusier for one and Adams for another. Many of the critical points that Jacobs directs at Mumford were criticisms that Mumford had already made himself of others. Mumford had himself emphasised urban social life over physical layout, had argued for community interaction over architectural design. In The Culture of Cities, Mumford had clearly argued in favour of community ownership and for the creation of an extensive public sphere to ensure that the practice of planning proceeded within a democratic framework based upon extensive participatory structures. Mumford did acknowledge the need for state intervention given the problem of scale and quantity but this intervention would occur in the context of a network of small communities practising local face-to-face democracy.

Mumford had long been grappling with the centralising forces which were working to destroy the city. Importantly, Jacobs failed to address these forces as a systematic obstacle to the associative urban society she projected on the basis of the neighbourhood. This neighbourhood world was already in the process of being destroyed by political and economic forces driving increased scale (Bookchin 1974:122). A genuine decentralisation must adopt a holistic approach in relation to the identification of places, a civic public sphere rooted in a democratic society and in harmonious relation to nature. All these aspects are inter-related. Mumford was as critical as Jacobs of ‘utopian’ planners and of their technocratic practice. Mumford’s regional city projected a democratic social vision which premised community on a shared civic and ecological ethic. This contrasts markedly with the rationalised technocratic regime which sought to control and centralise the management of urban space.
There has been a broad, undifferentiated labelling – and rejection – of ‘modernist’, ‘utopian’ and ‘rationalist’ planning. Postmodernist rejections of overly rational conceptions of the city as integral to the project of social control (Wilson 1991) fail to make the fine distinctions necessary to a genuine understanding. Le Corbusier’s ‘imposed order’ is quite distinct from Mumford’s organic order. Postmodernist critiques make no sense of the way that Mumford sought to connect aesthetics and ecology, culture and nature. Mumford’s is not a vision of the built environment rationally controlled but of the built environment as a ‘community’ which is grounded in a human and natural ecology.
Mumford’s regional city rests upon decentralised production, intimate social relations and the recovery of a civic public. This projects a modern polis democracy in that it seeks to create a participatory public sphere on the basis of a new spatial order created by neotechnics. This social order is civic rather than bureaucratic, democratic rather than authoritarian. Mumford is quite distinct from the scientific-bureaucratic tradition.

The clear differences that exist within the planning tradition are completely ignored in some postmodernist critiques. Christine Boyer in Dreaming the Rational City (1983) condemns a whole tradition of city planning as ‘rational’ in a ‘disciplinary’ sense, as aiming at ‘perfect’ order through an exclusive control of ‘knowledge’. In the Foucaultian concern to expose the authority of experts as deriving from the power/knowledge nexus, such critical arguments seriously underplay the radical potential of planning visions, failing to emphasise different strands of planning and failing to explore how ideals can be distorted through inadequacies and biases in the instruments and institutions of planning practice. If reason has been incarnated in a narrowly technocratic and institutional form, it should also be pointed out that, for Mumford, reason possessed an ineradicable ethical, aesthetic and ecological dimension. Mumford’s organic, holistic approach offered a way of determining relationships between individuals in society and between society and nature within a regional context. The conception of a regional city offered a framework within which to develop a discourse about the public sphere and ecology. Mumford has left an enduring legacy which underlines the integrated political, ethical, aesthetic and ecological dimensions to a genuine community.

And Mumford is important for another reason. Mumford spent his entire life identifying and fighting against the socio-economic forces destroying the city. Postmodernist critics of ‘the rational city’ miss their target and too easily scapegoat city planners. The ‘anti-city’ that Mumford condemned is not produced by city planners but by the forces with which they have to deal in order for their plans to be implemented as ‘practical’ and ‘realistic’. The less visionary the dream, the more likely its implementation. The result has been more of the same, fostering rather than checking the forces  creating the anti-city.

Mumford himself had made the necessary distinctions, separating technocratic from organic planning. Both Le Corbusier’s ‘ville radieuse’ and the garden city ideal have been distorted through bureaucratic implementation. In the former, ‘urban renewal’ entails a ‘collection of high rise slabs and towers linked by multi-laned expressways’. In the latter, ‘the pursuit of nature denatures the countryside and mechanically scatters fragments of the city over the whole landscape’ (Mumford UP 1968:142). Urban planners and architects are not the problem. Their ideas have been exploited as ‘cultural capital’, appropriated by ‘private’ promoters who have reduced urban renewal to development. The planner is not in control. What has been implemented in the name of urban planning is not the ‘dream’ of the rational city but an urban infrastructure which has been given over to the task of accumulating capital and power for government and business elites. In the process, both the civic and ecological dimensions of the region have been destroyed. Postmodernist critics blame modernist planners for this urban crisis. They should instead do as Mumford did and identify the forces that are destroying the cities and propose alternatives. Dreaming the rational city from this perspective has less to do with technocratic control than with projecting alternative urban futures to challenge those imposed by administrative state power and capital.

Mumford acknowledged much of value in Jacob’s argument. He agreed that city life is achieved through the process of accretion:

An organic image of the city requires for its actual fulfilment a dimension that no single generation can ever supply: it requires time, not merely an individual lifetime, but many collective lifetimes.. The most valuable function of the city [is] as an organ of social memory; namely, its linking up the generations, its bringing into the present both the useable past and the desirable future.




Mumford acknowledged that a valid urban design ‘must be one that allows for its historic and social complexity, and for its continued renewal and reintegration in time’. The problem with the garden city is not that it is planned but that its planning relies too much on a ‘single instantaneous image’ (Mumford UP 1968:165). Mumford also agreed with Jacobs’ criticism of the low densities and overtly residential character of new towns.

Nevertheless, Mumford continued to adhere to the garden city ideal and the legitimacy of the planning vision from ‘libellous caricature and ignorant abuses’ (UP 1968:158). Mumford was concerned to emphasise that a complete community involves an aesthetic dimension with respect to the form and design of cities enabling a vibrant urban culture. Mumford stressed the need to design viable urban structures and forms so as to foster a vital urban way of life, organisation and culture. The ‘container’ – the structures and forms of the city – must be in creative relation to the ‘contents’ – the individuals composing the social life of the city – so as to issue in ‘organic complexity’ (Mumford UP 1968:165).





Mumford’s garden city has been criticised as an undesirable place to live (P and P Goodman 1960:35). In the garden city idea, Mumford sought to combine the best features of town and country, assimilating the vitality and diversity of the city with close proximity to nature. The great flaw, according to Mumford’s critics, is that the proposed housing densities are too small to encourage diversity and urbanity. Both Jacobs and Whyte argue against Mumford’s ideas in favour of the standard grid style street design. Their views are worth examining in detail.

Jane Jacobs and William Whyte sought to recover the urban centre against the movement outward to suburbia (Jacobs 1961; Whyte 1988). Jacobs was not so much concerned with the physical structure of the city as with ‘city life’ and ‘street neighbourhoods’ which are ad hoc ‘networks’ rather than discrete units (Jacobs 1961:120 121). The street neighbourhood, the city and interest communities are defined according to social function. Decentralisation thus proceeds in a functional sense. The ‘city district’ must be large enough to exercise political power and establish a civic framework capable of encompassing a welter of associations like churches, political clubs, business groups and civil leagues forming the core of social and political life in the city.

Jacobs argued strongly in favour of city life against the apathy of planners and public. The focus upon the problems associated with the city and upon the exodus from the city has neglected the vital social life of the city and the loss that the end of urbanism would represent and the most powerful force behind the destruction of urbanism is the spread of the ‘anti-city’.

The city needs streets full of people, not only for urban vitality but also for urban safety. On crowded streets many eyes keep watch. Jacobs accuses Mumford of seeking ‘to do the city in’ (Jacobs 1961:17/20 540). Whyte agrees with Jacobs against Mumford: urbanity is not something that can be transferred to just outside the old city to form a new city: “It is the quality produced by the great concentration of diverse functions and a huge market to support the diversity”. A city requires entertainment centres, theatres, galleries, sporting facilities, leisure centres to draw people in. And such a city needs a large population density (Whyte 1988:234 227/243).

In responding to his critics, Mumford was particularly concerned with the assumptions behind Jacobs’ prescriptions. “Her ideal city is mainly a new organisation for the prevention of crime’.  Mumford went further and denied that crowded streets deterred crime anyway. Far from lots of eyes policing the streets, such increased numbers indicated a level of anonymity that allowed those engaging in criminal behaviour to fade into an indistinct mass.

The argument is of contemporary relevance, challenging the perspective which reduces urban design to the designing out of crime. That approach turns urban centres into prisons without deterring crime. It is not the ‘form’ of the city, the way that it is architected and designed, that was responsible for crime and insecurity but the ‘increasing pathology of the whole mode of life in the great metropolis .. a pathology connected to its vast size, materialism, congestion and disorder’. The very things that Jacobs valued as creating urban vitality are actually responsible for urban disorder.

Mumford further objected to Jacobs’ assertion that ‘a city cannot be a work of art’. This assertion was an affront to Mumford’s fundamental belief that urban design could improve the quality of life. He thus emphasised the unrivalled beauty of the cathedrals, palaces and parks of Europe as preserving the urban cores of the historic cities. In contrast, poor design, as exemplified by tower blocks, fostered pathological behaviour (Mumford ‘The Skyline: Mother Jacobs’ Home Remedies’ 1962:148ff).

One thing that Mumford and Jacobs agreed upon was the threat that the automobile posed to the health and viability of the city. The incessant demand to build more roads in order to relieve congestion was based upon an illusion, Mumford argued. The more roads that were built, the more automobiles, buses and trucks were lured on to them. More roads meant an increasing volume of traffic (Moorstein ‘City Can Be Beautiful: Ask Lewis Mumford’ 1946:11; Mumford ‘The Sky Line: The Roaring Traffic’s Boom – III 1955:78).

Mumford referred to the automobile as the new religion. The aim of planning is to open up all areas to the automobile, giving it a ‘sacred right to go anywhere, halt anywhere, and remain anywhere as long as its owner chooses’. The city was being remade to fit the outsized imaginations of Detroit’ (Mumford ‘The Highway and the City’ 1958:179/86).

Mumford cautioned against accepting one massive road building project after another. Far from curbing congestion, road building was extending chaos. Thus Mumford argues that as a result of Robert Moses’ road building New York ‘has become steadily more frustrating and tedious to move around in, more expensive to do business in, more unsatisfactory to raise children in, and more difficult to escape from for a holiday in the country’ (Mumford ‘The Sky Line: The Roaring Traffic’s Boom’ 1955:97/103).

The obsession with the private automobile results in a neglect of other forms of transportation. Failure to invest in public transport, with rail lines falling into disrepair, reinforced the dependency upon the private automobile. The consequences for the city are disastrous in the long term. Mumford predicted in the 1950’s that the urban congestion will force the very businesses and industries that caused it to leave the city, leaving behind ‘a tomb of concrete roads and ramps covering the dead corpse of a city’ (Mumford ‘Highway and City’ 1958:180/6). To avoid this calamity there was a need to create a balanced urban transportation system. Mumford understood that the regional decentralisation he advocated required a good mass transit system if the over-dependence upon the automobile was to be avoided.

Mumford’s concern to check the encroachment of automobiles upon the city, extending concrete all over the city, led him to value pedestrian movement. ‘No city can solve its transportation problem if it neglects the greatest self-propelling vehicle of all: the pedestrian’ (Mumford ‘The Sky Line: London and the Laocoon’ 1961:193ff).

Mumford met the objection that Americans hated walking head on: ‘where walking is exciting and visually stimulating, whether it is in a Detroit shopping center or along Fifth Avenue, Americans are perfectly ready to walk’. To make cities attractive would require parks, trees and outdoor cafes but it required something more. The entire city is to be repatterned so as to end the rigid zoning procedures that transform vast areas into bleak and monotonous single distinct zones – one for shopping, one for industry, one for commerce’ (‘Highway and City’ 1958:186).

It wasn’t only the automobile that had ruined New York, Mumford was particularly critical of the skyscraper. The skyscraper existed as a symbol of the age, expressing avarice and bigness over cooperation, unity and human scale. It was an image of a progress which was lacking in human purpose, mere growth for the sake of growth, a nihilistic process without end.

Referring to the UN headquarters, Mumford expressed his concern to ‘revitalize the whole city’. He was referring specifically to New York but his comments are of general significance: ‘we must conceive a new kind of world city, more directly designed to embody the good life and to further the process of international cooperation’ (Mumford 1946:430). Mumford referred to the secretariat building as a symbol of ‘the way specious considerations of fashion, profit, prestige, abstract aesthetic form – in a word, “the package” of commerce – have taken precedence over the need of human beings for good working and living quarters’ (Mumford FGU 1956:43). ‘As a conscious symbol, it is a negative quantity, since it symbolizes the worst practices of New York, not the best hopes of the United Nations’ (FGU 1956:43/4). Even worse, ‘the skyscraper is an eloquent but unintentional symbol of the general perversion of life values that takes place in a disintegrating civilisation’ (Mumford AT 1952:130).

Mumford was also highly critical of the housing blocks being designed for the poor. Vast, high rise complexes, with a grim faced, uniform design, and patrolled by a private police force. ‘Control’ was designed into the structure. These housing blocks were designed without any concern for any human activity within a vital neighbourhood life: ‘humanly speaking, they stink’ (Mumford ‘The Sky Line: Mother Jacobs’ Home Remedies’ 1962:148ff). The architectural premises were flawed. A tall tower was no substitute for a genuine neighbourhood. Constructing housing complexes lacking community facilities is simply ‘exchanging slums for superslums’. Whilst these buildings were not as bad as the slums that they replaced, ‘they will be in 50 years’ (Mumford ‘The Sky Line: The Gentle Art of Overcrowding’ 1950:79/83).

The ‘superslums’ were even more dangerous in inviting crime, cutting people off from one another and offering elevators, long corridors and wide concrete enclosures for the criminal. To rub salt in the wounds, real estate operators were making big money, clearing out the poor with federal assistance and building luxury apartments. ‘Socialisation for the sake of the rich accompanied by expropriation and expulsion of the poor!’ As a result, urban renewal, a term which Mumford claimed to have invented, had become a ‘filthy word’ (Mumford FJO August 10 1958 FJOC).
There is a tendency to conceive cities as necessarily vast. The bigger, more populous an urban environment, the more that it is considered citylike. Yet, as Mumford’s work makes clear, a city is not defined by its size but by its relations and functions, by the quality of human interaction in securing mutual benefit. Size beyond scale destroys city life and replaces the genuine city with an urban site that prevents city dwellers from realising the essential benefits of the city. The essence of city life is not size or population density. Indeed, overscale brings about the deficits of city life.
City life is now blighted by crime, noise, pollution, filth, aggression, danger, worry, lack of privacy within a terrifying isolation and atomism. People live in cities through the absence of financially attractive options. All over the world, the city is in decline. Since cities are constituted by the people within them, the quality of a city is fundamentally dependent upon the quality of the relations between individuals. Unfortunately, the contemporary overscale city is composed of individuals who are not citified, are not citizens, who loathe their urban environment. Cities are more than the physical infrastructure. As Mumford frequently stated, the character of the city is determined by the people within it. The most valuable part of a city is its human contents. And people who are not citified and who loathe the city will not act to halt its degeneration. Their disengagement from and disillusion with the city is a fundamental part of the problem. To them, the city is a prison rather than a home.
The city can only be saved by a recovery of human scale through a process of de-urbanisation. This amounts to the recovery of the city rather than the end of the city. Well developed, self-ordering urban life is a result of appropriate scale, integrating town and country within an ecological regionalism. This would amount to the realisation of a humanly scaled polis that brings power within the scope of every citizen.

The accessibility of town and country life to all citizens ensures a vital, spontaneous, healthy mode of life. Enforced, wholesale urbanisation, centralising power and control in an anti-city is an impulse resulting from the process of capitalist industrialisation. The continuation of the obsessive pursuit of growth, generating the overscale that disfigures the contemporary city, has nothing to do with population pressure or natural necessity but is the product of the dynamic of accumulation in which capital must constantly expand its values in order to survive. The equation of this nihilism – expansion for the sake of further expansion – with progress is an obvious non-sequitur. It is an absurdity. And yet this prejudice dominates modern urbanisation, generating the overscale city that is now on the brink of collapse. Within capitalist processes of accumulation, the city threatens to subjugate every last natural space and resource to its insatiable imperatives. The artificial urban environment will swallow the entire globe, imposing an apparatus of excess, waste, dissipation and compulsive consumption. The pressure of resources is not a pressure of natural necessity but is a purely artificial necessity, an expansionary system that must continue to grow, expand value, accumulate capital or die.

All of which begs the question as to just what urban renewal meant for Mumford. Mumford’s meaning is contained in the many proposals he made for changing the urban environment, in the values implicit in his criticism of the metropolis, in the features of historical cities that he identified as sound.

Despite a tendency to look to the historic city to illuminate his ideal city, Mumford is not a nostalgic thinker. When asked if there was a metropolitan region in the world that matched his prescriptions for a richer city life, Mumford replied ‘it does not yet exist’. Mumford was not looking to build the perfect city, for ‘who would want to live in utopia?’ (Mumford ‘The City as Both Heaven and Hell’ 1961:465; ILM July 12 1978). Mumford’s urban values influenced the future city in less direct ways. Mumford ‘speaks of values and of living with nature in a reasonable habitat, of family life, and of self-discipline. Unlike the planners of utopias, he does this without offering solutions but by illuminating the virtues of the good life in humane cities’ (Harry W Wiese A Tribute to Lewis Mumford 31). This perfectly captures Mumford’s notion of an organic planning that leaves so much to the future and to creative human agency. And Mumford urged planners to allow for time. Great historic cities are collective works of art which evolve slowly as the accumulation of small changes. Time and not the planner introduces beauty and diversity into a city (Mumford ‘The Life, the Teaching and the Architecture of Matthew Nowicki 1954:153/9; Mumford ‘Social Complexity and Urban Design’ 1963:119/126).

That said, Mumford did lay down the need for carefully considered social, anthropological and aesthetic principles in order to ensure good urban design. And he offered clear ideas of his own in elaborating these principles. Planning must leave fairly wide margins of freedom to admit change in the future. Good planning does not involve a detailed programme conforming to a predetermined image of the ideal city:

It moves from need to need, from opportunity to opportunity, in a series of adaptations that themselves become increasingly coherent and purposeful, so that they generate a complex design, hardly less unified than a preformed geometric pattern.

Mumford CH 1961 :302

Great buildings conform to the styles and needs of society, exhibiting a close understanding of urban culture, social needs, neighbourhood life. Mumford condemns conservation as ‘false piety’ which turns the city into a museum and a ‘cemetery’. ‘True piety means respecting the spirit of the old and creating something that does justice to our own needs and our own aspirations, in our own style, for it is in the nature of a living tradition to produce fresh forms’ (Mumford ‘Reflections on Venice’ March 22 1954 LMC).
Nevertheless, since architecture and design were not the problem, they could not provide the solution. Urban renewal could not be focused on the city alone given the variety of external influences and forces. Urban renewal required a global strategy that involved energy conservation, pollution control, industrial decentralisation, agricultural reform. All of this could only be funded through a national government programme. And none of it would succeed without the complete transformation of the current way of life. Mumford consistently argued throughout his life that social transformation depended upon a prior transformation of morals and values. Turning to planning, architecture and money for solutions to urban problems is like ‘applying a homemade poultice for the cure of cancer’ (Mumford ‘Mother Jacobs’ Home Remedies’ 1962:148ff).

Mumford stated his position clearly and concisely in his testimony in Washington D.C. before Senator Abraham Ribicoff’s Subcommittee on Executive Reorganisation (April 1967). Mumford wrote two essays as a postscript to his testimony (UP 1968:x; US Congress Senate Committee on Government Operations 1967 part 17 3 595/3625). Mumford offered no easy answers and argued that the position was so serious as to require profound, long term changes.

Mumford noted that contemporary urban problems dated back decades and had focused the efforts of the RPAA. The problem is that the proposals of the RPAA had either been ignored by government or adopted in only partial form and ‘caricatured or permanently disfigured by forces – technological, bureaucratic, financial, above all, financial – that we had failed sufficiently to reckon with’. And the forces now threatening the city are far greater and far more destructive than before. Mumford comments that urban planning had failed to deal with the problem of poverty. Not that poverty was the most important factor behind urban decay and disorder. Mumford  here placed responsibility for decline upon the breakdown in communal discipline, family structure and neighbourhood solidarity. Mumford did not deny that poverty and racism were corrosive factors renting the urban fabric from within. Yet he was also aware that the poor immigrant families of the New York of his youth had maintained stabilizing values of family and community to create a strong urban fabric. Contemporary urban disintegration was a certain sign of a disintegrating society.

With this view of the origins of the urban crisis it ought to come as no surprise that Mumford cautioned against the $50 billion ten year programme being considered by the federal government. Such monies would simply mean more of the same under the auspices of the very people responsible for the current problem.

By the time Mumford appeared before the Senate Committee, he had grown to understand that the urban crisis was actually the surface manifestation of a deep seated urban malaise that went far beyond the city. These roots went so deep as to be beyond legislative remedy. The urban problem, Mumford understood, was a problem of the human condition. Mumford sought to understand why, despite urban planning, the urban prospect was becoming increasingly gloomy. Urban proposals had become urban policies of dubious merit, becoming part of the problem within faltering institutions.






9  TECHNICS AND CIVILISATION 

Mumford intended Technics and Civilisation  (1934) to be a comprehensive study covering the machine, city, region and personality and had the working title of ‘Form and Personality’ (box 8 folders 3-10 Mumford Papers). The range and variety of interests revealed Mumford’s purpose and ambition. What unites the many topics is a profound moral concern with the human condition. Mumford approaches his subject as a moralist first and foremost.

Writing a preface to the draft chapter on machines (August 1930) Mumford explained his critical purpose:

During the last three centuries our ways of life have profoundly changed.. This change manifested itself first as a loss of form: fragmentation, disorder, atomism…
Yet underneath the disorder and confusion a new civilisation has been growing.. In many departments of art, we seem at last on the brink of achieving form: here and there the crystal of a new order has begun to take shape.. To understand these new potentialities, to further this crystallisation, to clarify this change – these are the goals of our present discussion.

Box 8 Folder 4 pp1-2

The attainment of form, the loss of form, the renewal of form – synthesis, breakdown, renewal – is the consistent ‘arc’ in Mumford’s writing (Shaw 1973:72; Dow 1977:72). Whatever the specific social and historical details, the fundamental plot is the same. ‘Life’, not classes, nations or individuals, plays the leading role in Mumford’s narrative. Mumford’s work unfolds a primal, continuous moral drama concerning the synthesis , breakdown and renewal of Life.


Although Mumford would come in time to condemn the ‘Myth of the Machine’, his attack was focused upon machine culture, not myth as such. For Mumford, myth has a crucial place in historical understanding. Mumford denounces the Myth of the Machine not as a myth but as a false myth which needs to be replaced by the true myth of Life. Life rather than various external mechanisms shapes historical development. Mumford rejected the technological determinism associated with Marxism (the Marxism of his day, that is). For Mumford, human life as creative, artistic and form-giving is the superstructure of history, coming in time to affirm Levi Strauss’ concept of cultural determinants (‘Technics and the Nature of Man’ 1966:309; ‘Appraisal’ 528; Lasch 1980); ‘Appraisal’ 528; Lasch 1980). As Casey Blake put it, Mumford’s position is characterised by the affirmation of ‘values over technique’ (Blake 1983:125/137). This set Mumford against the dominant positivist form of Marxism which made art, religion, morality etc mere epiphenomenona of the superstructure (Blake 1983:132). As Mumford explained in his preface to the draft chapter on machines, machines are to conceived as part of culture. Far from producing human consciousness, machines are a product of human consciousness. ‘The vast material displacements the machine has made in our physical environment are perhaps in the long run less important than its spiritual contribution to our culture’ (July draft 1930:43/4; August draft 1930:2/3). Mumford’s approach makes the development of modern industry and machinery the objective external expression of human desires and interests which are the primary determinants of history.

Mumford is critical of much that has been produced. There is something amiss in the desires and interests that have produced a modern machine civilisation of such ugliness. Mumford sets out to explain origins of technological perversion, developing a perspective which enables him to distinguish between emancipatory and repressive machines, between ‘democratic’ and ‘authoritarian’ techniques (ADT 1964:1/9). In  Technics and Civilisation , Mumford addressed the problem of how the false values embodied in some machines could be replaced by the true values in others.

Mumford outlines the basic plot: 

‘Five or six centuries before the main body of the army forms, spies have been planted among the nations of Europe. Here and there, in strategic positions, small bodies of scouts and observers appear, preparing the way for the main force: a Roger Bacon, a Leonardo da Vinci, a Paracelscus. But the army of machines could not take possession of modern society until every department had been trained; above all, it was necessary to gather a group of creative minds, a general staff, who would see a dozen moves beyond the immediate strategy and would invent a superior tactics. These are the physicists and mathematicians.. Behind the scientific advance guard came the shock troops, the miners, the woodmen, the soldiers proper and their inventive leaders. At last, the machines are ready. The outposts have been planted, and the army trained. What is the order of the battle and where does the machine claim its first victory?

Box 8 folder 4 pp 44/5 July draft

Mumford discusses the particular contributions made by the soldier, the woodman and the miner before developing his plot:

Once the key inventions were planted, once the medium was established, once the general staff was ready to supply a general system of abstraction, ideas and calculations, the time had come for the machine to take possession of western civilisation. At last, the derivative products of industrialism could spawn and multiply.

Box 8 folder 4 p47

Mumford continually employs military images to emphasise the character of industrialisation as a takeover by hostile forces within. The footsoldiers are the workers (miners, woodmen, soldiers) who had been mechanized through their habitual work rhythms and tools. These workers are subject to the direction of a ‘general staff’, a party of ideologists, scientists etc ‘who would see a dozen moves beyond the immediate strategy and would invent a superior tactics’.

This domination of mechanical philosophy concerns Mumford most of all. This domination is registered in a number of key elements of modernity. The most important change as far as Mumford is concerned lies in the invention of the clock. This resulted in the supplanting of ‘organic time’, measured according to the cyclical processes of nature, by abstract social time. The mechanical clock is thus ‘the key machine of the modern industrial age’ (TC 1934:12/8).

This observation is considered Mumford’s most original argument, and bears closer analysis.

From the industrial revolution onwards, the idea of an unlimited, endless economic growth has been seen as a permanent feature of the modern world, a growth which proceeds with no regard to whether products were needed by those who bought them, benefited or harmed the planet, promoted peace or war. All that matters is growth as an end in itself. ‘Accumulate, accumulate, that is Moses and all the prophets!’ exclaimed Marx in Capital.

Mumford’s approach is distinctive in that he goes deeper than economic relations and the accumulative logic to locate the modern growth imperative within a longer range historical perspective. Mumford went to the heart of the whole question of dissociation in time and space by observing that 'The clock dissociated time from human events and helped create the belief in an independent world of mathematically measurable sequences'. (Mumford TC 1934). 

For Lewis Mumford, the clock rather than the steam engine is the principal machine and dominant metaphor of the Cartesian era. The clock is the most important of all the innovations generating the machine order. Whereas every previous culture has lived, more or less, attuned to the temporal limits established by the sun and the changing seasons, industrial civilization has developed to fit the pace not merely of the combustion engine and the electronic circuit but most of all of the artificial, mechanised time given by the clock. Time is money and money is time. In a specific sense, then, the environmental crisis is temporal as well as spatial. In the age of capitalist modernity, humankind has covered Nature with temporal fences as well as spatial fences. The introduction of the mechanical clock entailed the arbitrary segmentation of time into uniform, precise, mathematically calculable units that could be manipulated to serve the interests of commerce and the increased exploitation of nature and humanity as resources. The critique of the more obvious capitalist exploitation of the planet has served to take attention away from the mechanical mindset created by the clock and the imposition of artificial time. 

In time, the symbolic figures on the old clocks, as seen in cathedrals and churches, yielded to the purely functional timepieces familiar in our day. The transition from a representation of time that related to everyday activities to a representation of time unrelated to actual experience entailed the repression of vital connecting processes. The clock brought about the replacement of real time given by nature and the seasons by a measured time, an artificial time under human control. Measured time via the clock fostered the belief in separate, disconnected and independent worlds, severing the vital link between the micro time of everyday life (horizontal time) and the greater, macro time. This dissociation makes it easier to contemplate the destruction of the external world, since it has come to be perceived as a completely separate entity completely unconnected with the inner timeworld of human beings. To effect a thoroughly efficient instrumentalisation of nature, it is first of all necessary to establish a separation which breaks the connection between inner and outer worlds. The natural world has to be perceived as detached from the human world, otherwise an intuitive self-interest would quickly detect and guard against the emergence of the kind of all-embracing death wish that the technical mastery of nature represents. Without that dissociation, technical mastery of nature would be seen for what it is: omnicidal and therefore also suicidal. It is no exaggeration to write that Mumford saw the origins of the suicidal megamachine in the invention of the clock.

In the nineteenth century, the earth was enclosed into artificial time zones to create a single system of world time so as to better coordinate transportation and communications within a market activity. The result is a bifurcation that goes to the heart of human life, human beings living within two very different time worlds, one created by nature, the other by human science. The internal biological clocks of human beings, like those of all other animals, are attuned to the steady rotation of the planet and the workings of the biosphere. In social life, however, human beings are forced to operate according to the unnaturally fast rhythms of clocks, computers, assembly lines, electronic grids, combustion engines, and traffic. The unnatural pace of life continues to accelerate with every further introduction of ever more sophisticated labour-saving and time-saving, life-denying technologies. 

The "will to power" within capitalist modernity is as much temporal as it is spatial. The enclosure movement has separated people not only from place but also from the natural sense of time. Temporal displacement has accompanied spatial displacement across the planet. The forcible removal of human beings from the global commons has entailed their dislocation from a seasonal temporal orientation. The historian E.P. Thompson wrote well here of the time and work discipline imposed upon those land labourers who came to be concentrated in the factories in the towns. The wage earners in the factories of the towns and cities were coerced, mentally as well as physically, into accepting the tyranny of the clock. Making people "punctual" according to artificial time became a central preoccupation of the modern age.

The re-imposition of the biospheric temporal loop demands a revolutionary transformation in modes of thought, action and organisation within the socio-economic and cultural landscape, indeed within the human mindscape as a whole. This is all a necessary part of the transition of what Mumford called ‘the life economy’. This transition begins with a redefinition of efficiency as the dominant temporal value of the mechanistic worldview. In this modern form, efficiency is defined as maximizing output in minimum time, with the minimum expenditure of labour, energy, and capital. This definition, however, is just a century old as the temporal standard of civilization. Previous civilisations have adopted other conceptions, including Egypt, with last more than three millennia.

Efficiency is meaningless is not related to human health and well-being. In The Myth of the Machine, Mumford argues:

If man had originally inhabited a world as blankly uniform as a "high-rise" housing development, as featureless as a parking lot, as destitute of life as an automated factory, it is doubtful that he would have had a sufficiently varied experience to retain images, mould language, or acquire ideas.

Those born and raised in a featureless, standardised environment, confined within a narrow range of life experiences, end up stunted in intellectual, physical and emotional terms. This is wholly inefficient with respect to human flourishing. Uniformity of surroundings and conformity of behaviour serve to diminish human possibilities. Against this, Mumford’s ‘life’ perspective seeks to create as many diversified environments as possible. Whilst this could imply a loss of efficiency conceived in utilitarian, monetary terms, the true end is to create the conditions which enable the realisation of potentialities currently lying dormant in human nature. The endless replication of uniformity must give way to the nurturing and promotion of richness and variety in the physical and social environment. This diversity constitutes an essential component in the new conception of efficiency as human health and well-being, whether in the planning of cities, the design of dwellings, or the management of life. 

The Tyranny of the Clock
Mumford identifies the clock as the key invention making for the machine age, both in terms of the way that it shaped the modalities and mentalities of modern society. The clock didn’t just influence technics but shaped human habits and practices. In technical terms, the clock was the first really automatic machine that acquired central importance in social existence. The clock operates by its own internal force. Before the clock, the operation of machines depended upon some external force - human or animal muscle, water or wind – and were therefore unreliable, prone to breakdown or interruption. Mumford points out that many of the inventions identified with the industrial revolution have their origins in earlier centuries, only that they tended to be used for worship in temples or for amusement in towns. The clock was different in being the first automatic machine that possessed a central social function. The clock was also important in terms of mechanical know-how. Clock-making was the paradigmatic form of machine-making in general, teaching and disseminating the technical skill that was involved in the production of the complex machinery of the Industrial Revolution. 

The clock had a more profound influence than any other invention in terms of its social effects. In facilitating the transition from natural time to measured time, the clock changed the whole way of life, being the principal means by which the foundations of commercial exploitation were laid in the regularization and regimentation of life. Whereas once time was determined in relation to natural cycles and seasons, the clock was the means by which time could be measured in more tangible terms. Natural time out there in the world was reduced to the circumference of the clock dial. Nature as one big clock could be comprehended by the clock face. Time as measurable in terms of mathematical symbols replaced time experienced as duration. And time as measured could easily be quantified, commodified, given monetary value and bought and sold in discrete pieces. ‘Time is money’ became the watchword of the new business order. Capitalism is as time-conscious as it is money conscious for the very reason that, in a thoroughly commodified world, time and money are one and the same thing. The historian E.P. Thompson wrote of the time and work discipline imposed on the workers within the new factory system. Time and labour were dissociated from natural rhythms and fitted to the artificial imperatives of time and money. The pace of life and work was no longer dependent upon nature but could be manipulated, altered, accelerated to increase money making potential. Employers in the early factories would alter the clocks or blow whistles and sound hooters at the wrong times in order to cheat workers of their time and hence of their labour. As a result of time and work discipline under the control of the clock, workers became clock-like in their habits and behaviour, adjusting the way they thought and acted to the tempo of the clock. The clock imposed a regularity on the lives of individuals that had hitherto been seen only in the monasteries. Human behaviour became ‘as regular as clock-work’, each day at work evincing a repetitive regularity which contrasts markedly with the seasonal life of a natural being. Only in rural areas, where the natural lives of animals and plants and the elements still dominated existence, did ‘the complex web of human doings’, to use Thomas Hardy’s words, keep to a natural rhythm. 

Mumford’s work converges with the themes of philosopher Martin Heidegger, critical theorist Herbert Marcuse, and theologian Jacques Ellul, particular the central idea that humanity was in danger of becoming a machine (Davison 2001: 96-100).
These visions of a world of mechanised horror and technological excess hark back to D.H. Lawrence. In the poem 'Death is Not Evil, Evil is Mechanical', Lawrence concluded that those who sought immortality through technology 'begin to spin round on the hub of the obscene ego/a grey void thing that goes without wandering/a machine that in itself is nothing/a centre of the evil world-soul' (Lawrence, D.H. 1986: 248)

The experience of Nazism and the Second World War only confirmed the descent into a mechanised barbarism. The Cold War was accompanied by the acceleration of industrial innovation, catalysed by the military-industrial complex. Far from ‘progress’, mechanical advance was producing death and destruction on an ever greater scale.

The increasing awareness of the global environmental crisis since the 1970s has also served to increase scepticism with respect to technology, encouraging some to view technology as an inhuman and unnatural force inimical to life. At the same time, many environmentalists have sought to pioneer a democratic technics, something which advances the goal of eco-efficiency and to that extent retains a degree of instrumentalist optimism in technological progress.

The real target is technological determinism, the idea that technology is an autonomous force which proceeds according to a logic of its own. The determinist view is based on the dualistic Cartesian logic of modern rationality, seeing body and mind as entirely distinct categories of existence, with 'the mind' raised to the supreme realm of culture and 'the body' relegated to the inferior realm of nature (Plumwood 1993). Within this modern dualism, the technological and the human split apart as means and ends, rival approaches to the world rather than one continuous mode. Technology comes to be located outside the realisation and flourishing of the human essence, becoming the servant of existing power, as in the case of instrumentalism, or actually becoming the end in itself, as in the case of determinism. Either eventuality is a denial of human power.

Mumford’s critique of technology and power encourages us to ponder alternative technological futures. Rather than conceive technology in instrumental terms as a tool for fixing complex social and environmental problems, Mumford sees technology as a social practice embedded in a way of life. From this perspective, engineering solutions are seen as part of an idolatry which fixes humanity in the grip of a suicidal dependency. Against this, Mumford conceives technology as a crucial component in fostering the social conditions of identity and relationship into which conceptions of ecological health and well-being must be translated.

It is important to understand that Mumford was a critic of technological determinism rather than of technology as such. Mumford’s comments always make that distinction. Indeed, Mumford’s criticisms of technology were motivated by a concern that technology realise its full liberatory potential. Mumford was aware of the extent technological developments were used as imperatives within the propaganda of modernisation. Mumford was concerned at the same time to highlight the cutting-edge potential of certain technologies to facilitate greater levels of decentralization and democracy. Mumford’s notion of neotechnics adumbrates a range of possibilities for community control - greater efficiencies issuing from a bioregional organization of industry and agriculture; distributed generation of clean energy; the interactive nature of media; the distributed nature of eco-infrastructure. The realisation of these possibilities contained within neotechnics depends upon the attainment of democratic control. Whilst that remains a tough condition, it is at least a possibility which requires the creative intervention of human agency, a much better position than if technological development really were intrinsically centralizing and authoritarian.
The diverse but integrated forms of production and consumption within a democratic technics create a fertile terrain for an empowered and active civil society. Long before the new social movements of the 1970s, Lewis Mumford realised that neotechnics furnished the decentralized means for participatory democracy. A democratic technics enables the thoroughgoing grassroots participation which is the condition for establishing ecological relationships. Mumford does not argue that technics in themselves make this development inevitable. His argument with respect to neotechnics does, however, emphasise the compatibility of eco-community and eco-development as a form of democratic self-government.


Through the mechanisation of time and work, the clock transformed the lives of people who for thousands of years had been country folk dependent on the seasons, the soil and the climate. To begin with, the new regularity of life was imposed by the clock-owning masters on the un-willing poor by force and necessity. The factory workers reacted to this imposed regularity by flight into the timeless worlds of drink or Methodist religion. However, in time, regularisation and regimentation moulded habits and became inculcated throughout the workforce. Time consciousness was extended further by the introduction of mass-produced watches and clocks from the 1850s and afterwards. Punctuality became a new cardinal virtue.

The clock was therefore instrumental in the mechanisation of modalities and mentalities, extending the dependence upon mechanical time throughout the social fabric. The result is hurried meals, rush hour, congestion, working by schedules, targets, timetables, all contributing to the biggest killer of all, the modern dis-ease of stress, the ruination of mental and physical health, the taker of life.

The clock is a microcosm of the machine, it is the paradigmatic machine. The mechanisation of time is the central means of co​ordinating activities in an increasingly complex society. The clock is crucial to the efficient operation of a mechanical society, eliminating waste and imposing regular order upon social confusion. 
But the regularisation and regimentation of life is a dehumanisation. Efficiency is a term that applies not merely to the operation of machines but to human flourishing and well-being. Evaluating time in terms of human life, and the picture of clock-work efficiency as regularity changes completely. The clock is the epitome of modern alienation, the rule of human subjects by the very objects they have created. The clock as a human invention sets the tempo of human life, which means that the human creators have become the servants of the concept of time which they themselves have created. This is the inversion of subject and object, human creations coming to acquire existential significance over and against their human creators. The important thing is to appreciate these alien forces as human creations and thereby working to subvert the idea of an alienated inert totality. The machine world, at the heart of which is the clock, make it seem that human beings are powerless and passive. The objective 'systems', 'structures', 'laws' of the machine world seem to possess an existential significance, an autonomy, all of their own. This systematic dehumanisation, reifying social relations, is sustained by an artificial regularity and regimentation which privileges things over agents. However, alienation is always revocable. These apparently abstract forces endowed with lives of their own are actually human powers in alien form; they can therefore be practically reappropriated and reorganised as human powers. This would amount to the creation of what Erich Fromm calls ‘the sane society’ (Fromm 1976). This is a society in which the arbitrary domination of the human subjects by human-made objects is abolished along with the domination of one class of human beings by another. In such a society, measured time and machines in general would be rendered subservient to their legitimate functions as means of reference and co-ordination. Human beings would achieve the balanced approach to life, free from artificial time-work discipline and the veneration of machines. Human freedom as self-determination entails emancipation from the determinism of mechanical abstraction as well as from class domination, emancipation from the mechanical rule of things as well as from the class rule of men.


In examining the domination of the machine, Mumford distinguished between machines, denoting ‘specific objects like the printing press or the power loom’ and ‘the machine’, a term that he would employ as:





The question that Mumford posed as crucial to the predicament of the contemporary world was: “How in fact could the machine take possession of European society until that society had, by an inner accommodation, surrendered to the machine?” In  Technics and Civilisation , Mumford emphasised the way that technology was shaped by values. Technology was not an end in itself and its power was always qualified by moral purpose. This set Mumford against the dominant ethos of modern machine civilisation. The problem is that ‘we have multiplied the mechanical demands without multiplying in any degree our human capacities for registering and reacting intelligently to them’ (FTC 1986:22).

Mumford targets the chief characteristics of modern machine civilisation, the regularization of time, the increase of mechanical power, the multiplication of goods, the contraction of time and space, the standardization of performance and product, the transfer of skill to automata. The mechanical culture is the antithesis of the organic. The machine has undergone a perversion in the translation of technical improvements into social processes: ‘instead of being utilized as an instrument of life, it has tended to become an absolute’. 

Mumford’s point here addresses the pathos of means and ends at the heart of modern processes of rationalisation. The means have become enlarged so as to displace the ends. ‘Power and social control, once exercised chiefly by military groups who had conquered and seized the land, have gone since the seventeenth century to those who have organised and controlled and owned the machine. The machine has been valued because it increased the employment of machines. And such employment was the source of profits, power, and wealth to the new ruling classes..’ (FTC 1986:30).

Such comments indicate Mumford’s pessimism with respect to machine culture in The Myth of the Machine is consistent with Mumford’s argument with respect to the evolution of technology and civilisation as a whole rather than being the product of a later disillusionment. The work of 1934 reveals just how clearly Mumford understood that the problem lay in a perverted system of values in which mere means were exalted to the status of ends, means becoming enlarged so as to displace the ends. The failure to evaluate the machine and integrate it into society was not simply a consequence of errors in distribution, management, greed and class interest: 





Mumford proceeds to argue that ‘the machine is ambivalent. It is both an instrument of liberation and one of repression. It has economized human energy and it has misdirected it’ (FTC 1986:32). The task is to realise the liberatory potential of the machine by redirecting human energy according to organic values.





Mumford argues that the decay in the absolute faith in machine philosophy derives from a number of causes. One is the fact that the technological progress has increased instruments of destruction, threatening the existence of organised society:





Human beings have advanced too swiftly, failing to assimilate the machine and coordinate it with human capacities and needs. Human beings have ‘outreached’ themselves through their blind confidence that the problems caused by the machine could be solved by the machine (FTC 1986:115).

A further cause of the decay of the mechanical faith is the realisation that the machine is in the service of capitalist enterprise. Capitalism and technics are often at war, with the result that ‘the human gains of technics have been forfeited by perversion in the interests of a pecuniary economy (FTC 1986:115). To overcome problems and resolve dangerous tensions in the structure of society, there is a need to ensure that the perfection and extension in the range of machines is accompanied by the perfection and humane direction of the organs of social action and social control: ‘the problem is equally one of altering the nature and the rhythm of the machine to fit the actual needs of the community’ (FTC 1986:116). With the dissolution of the mechanical world picture, the claims of ‘life’ are now beginning to be represented at the very heart of technics. Mumford thus writes of progress towards an organic ideology.

In his portrait of an organic civilisation, Mumford is seeking to develop ‘neotechnics’, resting upon an organic architecture built upon new technologies and new techniques. This organic civilisation overcomes the damage inflicted by industrialisation. Electric power, particularly hydrogenerated electric power, the automobile and also urban planning, constitute the urban environment. These new technologies replace the coal powered steam engine, the rail and the industrial city and so generate a movement towards ‘industrial decentralisation’ as an ‘industrial counter-revolution’ (Mumford RTLI 1925:91/2). This movement runs counter to the overorganisation of life and centralisation of production which characterise capitalist industrialisation.

In  Technics and Civilisation , Mumford examines the industrial revolution and the possibility of an industrial counter-revolution. Industrialisation entails a spatial imbalance as cities extend the built environment and private space over the natural region. At the same time, public space within the metropolis retreats under the extension of privacy, homes, property etc. Industrialisation initiates an era in which mining became ‘the dominant mode of exploitation’ and ‘the pattern for subordinate forms of industry’ (TC 1934:158).

Technological progress did not necessarily further the growth and development of the species. Rather than issuing in progress, ‘paleotechnics’ has unleashed an era of ‘barbarism’ (TC 1934:154). The development of ‘neotechnics’ represented the potential for overcoming the damage inflicted by the machine age on the human ontology and on nature. This alternative is not a return to the small scale craft production of the past but something new, a new technics which is ‘the assimilation of the machine’ to organic design in such a way as to be compatible with life. At this point, neotechnics turns into biotechnics.

In the ‘Form and Personality’ draft, Mumford employed the paleotechnic-neotechnic distinction to contrast the grimy coal city of the present industrial phase with the orderly regional city of the future. In contrast to Geddes, Mumford emphasises the technological constraints operative during the paleotechnic era. In this paleotechnic phase of technological development.

One could not plan cities.., one could only hope to plan out of it: to use invention and imagination to get beyond it. So long as coal and steam were used in railroads, the yards had to be uncovered: so long as local transportation was feeble and slow, these yards had to push into the heart of the city. Better planning awaited a better technology.
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In the emerging era of regional cities in contrast

instead of accepting the limitations of coal industrialism, industry is released from its narrow bondage to the railroad track and the coal mine, and it can comply with the more imperative demands of living, instead of making living conform to its own necessities.

Box 8 folder 6 p iii jjj

This expresses a form of technological determinism which is localized not in space but in time. Under the conditions of the age of coal and iron, industry made living ‘conform to its necessities’. This is a transitory phase which need not apply in the neotechnic future (Heilbroner 1967:345). The temporary technological determinism of the paleotechnic phase explains why the renewal of life which Mumford sought was taking so long to arrive. Mumford expresses some of this technological determinism in Technics, arguing that the steam engine ‘tended toward concentration and bigness’, heaping up the population in expanding cities (TC 1934:162/3).

I finally discovered what my thesis was. Roughly, it is this. For the last thousand years there has been a constant technological progress. This has had three phases, and more roughly three time periods: the eotechnic (wind and water and wood complex) from 1000 to 1750: the paleotechnic (coal and iron and steam) from 1700 to 1900: the neotechnic (electricity and the hard alloys and the lighter metals) 1820-? Up to the neotechnic period, technological progress consisted in renouncing the organic and substituting the mechanical: this reached its height around 1870.
Since then, the new trend, visible in technics as well as in philosophy and social life, is the return to the organic by means of the mechanical: a return with a difference, namely, with the whole body of machines and analytical knowledge we have acquired on the way. This last aspect of my thesis was unnoticed by me until the facts thrust themselves into my face.

Mumford thus detached technological change from the conspiratorial ‘drama’ of the machine and developed life insurgent in terms of three phases of the organic, the mechanical and the synthetic.

In the eotechnic phase, life is in balance. In the paleotechnic phase, life is threatened. In the neotechnic phase, life is insurgent. And for Mumford, these three phases are moral as much as technological. The paleotechnic phase is presented as a necessary phase of technological development which makes possible a higher synthesis. Technics contains two utopias. The retrospective utopia celebrates the eotechnic ‘golden day’ of northern Europe of the medieval age (TC 1934:147/8). Mumford looks forward to the future utopia of the geotechnic era beyond the neotechnic era, but also looks to a lost past for guidance. Mumford ‘summoned up the past as a standard by which to demystify the present and its claim to progress’ (Blake 1983:136). Mumford thus summed up his achievement in Technics to have defined ‘the nature of a technical phase as consisting of a particular mode of power, particular modes of transportation and communication, and a particular set of metals and other material resources’ (Mumford ‘An Appraisal of Lewis Mumford’s  Technics and Civilisation ’ 1959:531).

Mumford was prompted to write Technics in response to the disintegrating forces of industrial civilisation. Mumford sought a return to an organic culture, one achieving social unity and moral direction through being rooted in a coherent set of values. This is not a nostalgic project, though, given the way that Mumford ‘enlarges the canon of culture’ to encompass technology. This makes the point that machines may also be organic and may form part of the cultural solution. Conceiving technics as ‘an integral part of higher civilisation’ entails ‘a shift in the whole point of view’ (‘Appraisal’ 1959:530).

In Technics and Civilization (1934 [1963] TAC), Mumford positively evaluates 'mechanical instruments' as 'potentially a vehicle of rational human purposes.' Of course, potential is not actual and Mumford repudiated a uni-linear technological determinism that made positive outcomes in history inevitable. Mumford continually reminds us that machines are human products, so that the machine is 'the projection of one particular side of the human personality' (TAC, 1963: 317). The task is for human beings to live up to this technological potential, in social, moral and intellectual senses. Far from being against machines as such, Mumford values the extent to which science and technics have dispelled the hold of superstition and unreason on the human mind.  





This positive evaluation of the expansion of technical capacity and knowledge constitutes a central thread in Mumford's argument. Mumford is not opposing moral capacity to technical capacity in any dualistic sense but is calling for their integration as the condition of the realisation of neotechnic potential. Mumford argues clearly that the machine has made the 'paramount contribution' of fostering 'the technique of cooperative thought and action.' He also praises 'the esthetic excellence of the machine form . . . above all, perhaps, the more objective personality that has come into existence through a more sensitive and understanding intercourse with these new social instruments and through their deliberate cultural assimilation' (Mumford 1963: 324). Indeed, 'the technique of creating a neutral world of fact as distinguished from the raw data of immediate experience was the great general contribution of modern analytic science' (Mumford TAC 1963: 361). 

Mumford’s later, more well-known criticisms of the megamachine invite misunderstanding, making it appear as though Mumford is criticising science and technics for leading to a world totally controlled by an instrumental, mechanical rationality. Mumford’s critique of the megamachine has to be distinguished from his views on science and technics as such. Mumford is most concerned to throw off the megamachine constraint in order to liberate the potential that science and technics offer the new ecological society. Far from advocating a ‘back to nature’ primitivism, Mumford explicitly criticises those who would reject the machine in absolute terms. Mumford, indeed, denounces any attempt to 'return to the absolute primitive' as a 'neurotic adaptation' to the megamachine itself (Mumford TAC 1963: 302). For Mumford, such primitivism is catastrophic. 'More disastrous than any mere physical destruction of machines by the barbarian is his threat to turn off or divert the human motive power,' he vehemently proclaimed, 'discouraging the cooperative processes of thought and the disinterested research which are responsible for our major technical achievements' (Mumford TAC 1963: 302). In The Story of Utopias, Mumford distinguished between utopias of escape and utopias of reconstruction. Mumford is clear that whilst utopias of escape are the most tempting, they are also a cul-de-sac. 'We must abandon our futile and lamentable dodges for resisting the machine by stultifying relapses into savagery' (Mumford TAC 1963:319). 

Mumford remained consistent in this perspective. Mumford remained firmly focused upon the task of reconstruction building the future society, a task in which technics played a crucial part. Mumford denounced the Living Theater's performances and visions of the 'Outlaw Territory' of motorcycle gangs as 'Barbarism.' And Mumford never entertained any misplaced hopes and illusions that Woodstock offered the potential for a new world. He denounced the 1960s 'Mass Mobilization of Youth,' claiming that 'present mass-minded, over-regimented, depersonalized culture has nothing to fear’ from this supposed counter-culture. 

Mumford’s position is nuanced and does not fit any crude antithesis between the megamachine and the primitive. These alternatives do not exhaust human possibility. Mumford sought the organisation of technics within regions and communities scaled to human dimensions and proportions. Mumford stated this point clearly in 1934’s Technics and Civilisation: 'Our capacity to go beyond the machine [to a new synthesis] rests upon our power to assimilate the machine.' 

Until we have absorbed the lessons of objectivity, impersonality, neutrality, the lessons of the mechanical realm, we cannot go further in our development toward the more richly organic, the more profoundly human.

Mumford TAC 1963: 363

Locating the roots of domination in the earliest civilisations, Mumford was well aware of the liberatory effects of science and technics as against the superstition and mysticism of abstract forms of rule. That Mumford denounced the megamachine as a new superstition does not invalidate this point, only demands that reason live up to its name. Repudiating technology and civilization as inherently oppressive is not at all liberatory but serves to mask asymmetrical power relations that privilege exploiters over the exploited, elite over mass, rulers over ruled. Of course, the state and capital as alienated social power have created a new form of megamachine idolatry concealing and conserving power relations. Capital conceals its exploitation through its fetish systems of politics and production – state, bureaucracy, money, commodities, all of which are endowed with an existential significance above and beyond the human creators. The human subjects become appendages of things, cogs in the greater machine, sacrificing their lives for purposes which are external to them. This concealment shields from public controversy the causal role of capitalist dynamics and contradictions in generating the crises which increasingly rock civilisation at its foundations. The important point is that this concealment not only serves to mask the causal processes at work, but induce critics to misdiagnose the problem and hence pursue bogus solutions. Instead of pursuing genuine possibilities, radicals can canalize their energies into ultimately sterile forms. Those who read Mumford as proposing a repudiation of technology and civilisation are victims of a mystifications which serves the cause not of radical transformation but of oppressive preservation, effectively engaging in the ideological project of obscuring the asymmetries of class power under the capital system. Rather than producing the ecological region that Mumford sought, such ‘back to nature’ radicals merely serve to reproduce the alienated megamachine landscape and mindscape of our time. It is for this reason that Mumford denounced primitives as essential parts of the megamachine, a kind of licensed counter-culture, rather than a genuine threat to it. 

Although Mumford’s position in Technics and Civilisation has undoubted merits, it suffers from a tendency to define culture as a set of artefacts. Placing the emphasis upon objects rather than processes in the definition of culture can vitiate the liberatory character of Mumford’s goal. Mumford can tend to reject the technological determinism of the positivistic Marxism of his day simply by inverting it, committing the same error of determinism in reverse. This is true, insofar as Mumford conceives machines as cultural products rather than as the result of social processes. The fact is that technology is conditioned by social relations of production, these relations shaping the practical and cultural significance of machines.

Mumford had initially hoped that emerging neotechnical would issue in a new social and cultural order. The problem is that neotechnics, a technical complex resting an electric power, emerges within capitalist relations and hence forms part of the globalised, high technology, ‘flexible’ regime of transnational monopoly capitalism.

This ‘flexible’ mode is characterised by the factors that Mumford identified as crucial to decentralisation: the application of science to production; the geographic diffusion of industry and population through electric power; the transition in work from machine-tending to machine supervising.

Mumford hoped that these forces would make it possible to decentralize production so as to generate a humane, scaled mode of life, uniting urban and country spheres. Mumford thus examined neotechnics in order to project political and social transformation. Mumford’s hopes concerning neotechnics require close examination.

Neotechnics offered Mumford the technological and organisational means to actualise his ideal, the ‘dream of Jeffersonian democracy’ and the ‘neighbourly life’. This would allow the restoration of the ‘small face-to-face community of identifiable people, participating in the common life as equals’ (CH 1966:569). This defines an ideal of modern polis democracy with free and equal citizens participating in public life. Mumford’s vision extends the sphere of democracy beyond the exclusive citizen identity of the classical polis. This implies extensive public spheres throughout the local and regional level, creating the structures of civic participation which enable democratic decision-making.

The problem that blocks the realisation of Mumford’s vision is that neotechnics, implying complex networks of political and economic power, cannot be assumed to generate the sense of place, the structures of civic participation and the public sphere that Mumford sought. Mumford did address the question of scale and mediation in a realistic sense, arguing that governmental structures could rest on a continuum from international and national to regional and local level. Mumford was not arguing that the former be replaced by the latter but that the necessary centralisation should proceed from the base upwards through ascending levels of inter-dependency.

Mumford, then, is neither a centraliser nor a decentraliser but is a theorist of what has been called subsidiarity, the principle according to which power is located at its most appropriate, representative, accountable and effective level. At all times this power is subject to democratic control and exercise. Mumford recognises that centralised power is essential to functional interdependence but also affirms that power is constituted by local and regional initiatives. Centralised networks of power are thus powered from the base upwards through revitalised local and regional public spheres.

Mumford is concerned to explore neotechnics for the possibilities for the renewal of collective life and for the reordering of the relation between culture and nature. Neotechnics makes possible a decentralisation which promises a new mode of experience through new relations between production and consumption, function and aesthetics. Decentralised neotechnics contain the potential to overcome the deleterious consequences of the functional differentiation of space resulting from the centralisation of power and production under paleotechnics.

The crucial aspect of Mumford’s argument, then, is the concern to reimagine the productive sphere in relation to place. This concern to create a humane relation to the environment replaces existing megastructures with new structures, both civil and ecological.

The problematical realisation of neotechnics dashed Mumford’s hopes. Urban development after the Second World War created a social and ecological problem affecting the city. Mumford saw his hopes for the garden city realised as the ‘anti-city’, a realisation of neo-technics against the city. The diffusion of industry and population occurred in such a way as to create the megalopolis, a fragmented metropolis. A system of federally subsidized highways encouraged a ‘hypermobility’ that runs parallel with the extension of automobile ownership. The fragmented metropolis is the result of the decentralising potential of neotechnics, but this new urban geography has little in common with Mumford’s vision. Instead, it is an ‘anti-city’, a megalopolis consisting of dispersed urban functions connected by superhighways and presupposing universal automobile ownership. Fishman refers to this diffused urban form as ‘technoburbia’, ‘America’s New City’ as ‘Megalopolis Unbound’ (Fishman 1990:25/45). Mumford recoiled from the emergence of ‘technoburbia’, calling it the ‘anti-city’ in The City in History. The anti-city is the product of forces of dispersal which are external to human control. Rather than creating the Regional City, these forces have ‘automatically pumped highways and motor cars and real estate development into the open country [and accordingly] have produced the formless urban exudation. Those who are using verbal magic to turn this conglomeration into an organic entity are only fooling themselves. To call the resulting mass Megalopolis, or to suggest that the change in spatial scale, with swift transportation, in itself is sufficient to produce a new and better urban form, is to overlook the complex nature of the city. The actual coalescence of urban tissue that is now taken by many sociologists to be a final stage in city development, is not in fact a new sort of city, but an anti-city. As in the concept of anti-matter, the anti-city annihilates the city whenever it collides with it’ (Mumford CH 1966:575).

Mumford is crucially concerned with recontextualising technology as a condition of the survival of the human race. Mumford does not seek to abolish the machine but to humanize and naturalize it. The machine has, therefore, to be reconfigured as an extension of living organisms.





There is a need, then, to develop the moral and aesthetic implications of machine civilisation, going further to recontextualise the machine so as to overcome its abstraction from humanity and nature. With Mumford, the social, aesthetic and scientific are to be integrated. Science is crucial in its revolutionary impact; the focus on ‘the cosmic, the inorganic, the “mechanical” [had given way] to [concern with] every phase of human experience and every manifestation of life’ (TC 1934:217). For Mumford, the revolution in thought is to be made compatible with the organicist principle:





Mumford reconfigured and recontextualised technics so as to develop a creative relation to nature through organic principles of function and design. The emphasis is upon transcending the machine economy whilst realising its potentialities for a higher standard of living for larger numbers of people. Endless economic growth could not be sustained and natural limits had to be recognised. Mumford thus stressed the need to identify limits within the natural region so as to conserve resources and constrain demands. An organicist technics makes it possible to reconcile modern economics and natural limits so as to envisage economic development proceeding in a way that was ecologically sustainable.

This organicist technics demands the dissolution of the ‘mechanical ideology’ that dominates contemporary civilisation. ‘The Western European conceived of the machine because he wanted regularity, order, certainty, because he wished to reduce the movement of his fellows as well as the behaviour of the environment to a more definite, calculable basis’ (TC 1934:364/5). The ‘mechanical ideology’ is evident in the design and function which characterises the paleotechnic era, in the mechanisation of industry, war and life. The dehumanisation of social relationships and the technical conquest of nature reflect an ‘unquestioned faith’ in machine culture, something which has ‘left to the untutored egoisms of mankind the control of gigantic powers and engines [that] technics has conjured into existence’ (TC 1934:366).

Mumford demands the ‘assimilation of the machine’ to organic principles. Mumford, optimistically, believed the process to be already underway: ‘we have now reached a point in the development of technology itself where the organic has begun to dominate the machine’ (TC 1934:367). In this transition, the ‘neutral valueless world of science’ (TC 1934:367) is replaced by a ‘social and vital’ holistic science, forming a ‘single system’ (TC 1934:369/70). The social and vital data points to a ‘life furthering’ organicism which replaces the conception of humans and machines functioning in a ‘blind and meaningless universe’ with the notion of human activity engaging with the natural world as ‘a partnership in mutual aid’ (TC 1934:370).

Mumford is looking to replace mechanistic science with an organicist perspective. Mechanistic science has turned the region into ‘a specialised machine for producing a single kind of good – wheat, trees, coal [and thereby we came] to forget its many-sided potential as a habitat for organic life [and] .. finally … to unsettle and make precarious the single economic function that seemed so important’ (TC 1934:256/7). Against this, Mumford affirmed the ecological balance of the region.

Mumford makes aesthetics and science crucial to his conception of an organicist perspective. Nevertheless, he is clear that ‘one knows life .. only as one is conscious of human society’ (TC 1934:370). Mumford thus sought to address the deleterious social impact of an exploitative industrialisation in the paleotechnic era. In words that recall Marx in Capital I, Mumford argues that the increased use of machinery has ‘reduced’ the worker to ‘the function of a cog’, making the worker a person ‘bound to the machine’ by means of ‘starvation, ignorance and fear’ (TC 1934:173). Mumford describes the factory as ‘the most remarkable piece of regimentation .. that the last thousand years has seen’ (TC 1934:174). In consequence, as ‘industry became more advanced from a mechanical point of view, it became more backward from a human standpoint’ (TC 1934:146). The principal agency in this transition is, of course, capital.

Before examining Mumford’s arguments for socialisation in his critique of capitalism there is a need to reaffirm his commitment to an organic philosophy of ‘life’ as against the domination of machine civilisation. Mumford argues that every form of life is as much an insurgence against the environment as it is an adjustment to the environment: ‘In man this insurgence reaches its apex, and manifests itself most completely, perhaps, in the arts, where dream and actuality, the imagination and its limiting conditions, the ideal and the means, are fused together in the dynamic act of expression and in the resultant body that is expressed’ (FTC 1986:68).





Referring to modern technology as the displacement of the organic and the living by the artificial and the mechanical, Mumford emphasises the reawakening of the vital. The mechanical is no longer all-embracing and all-sufficient. Instead, ‘we are returning to the organic’ (FTC 1986:120 121). ‘The emphasis in future must be, not upon speed and immediate practical conquest, but upon exhaustiveness, inter-relationship, and integration. The coordination of our technical effort – such coordination and adjustment as is pictured for us in the physiology of the living organism – is more important than extravagant advances along special lines, and equally extravagant retardations along other lines, with a disastrous lack of balance and harmony between the parts (FTC 1986:121).
Arguing for a comprehensive synthesis, Mumford argues that power. work and regularity are adequate principles of action ‘only when they cooperate with a humane scheme of living’. Any mechanical order that is projected ‘must fit into the larger order of life itself’ (FTC 1986:121). To this end, ‘more organic centres of faith and action in the arts of society and in the discipline of the personality’ must be constructed. This reorientation goes beyond technics to address the building of communities, the conduct of groups, the development of the arts of communication and expression, the education and the hygiene of the personality’ (FTC 1986:122).

Such a vision of a biocentric civilisation must necessarily confront the perversion of technology under capitalism. Under capitalism, ‘the means of exchange usurped the function and meaning of the things that were exchanged’. Profit reigns as the ‘main economic objective’ as ‘money getting’ becomes a ‘specialised form of activity’ (TC 1934:373). Mumford looks to restore the true basis of wealth and wealth creation against the ‘superstitious’ basis of the financial structure of capitalist production and consumption. 





This situation developed because the new ‘realities were money, prices, capital, shares: the environment itself, like most of human existence, was treated as an abstraction’ (TC 1934:168). Mumford proceeds directly to the moral, indeed to the ontological, failure which lies at the core of capitalism. This failure is expressed in terms of the elevation of the abstract over the real, the subsumption of life under the regularities of machine culture. Against this, Mumford argued that the organic principle be made the organising principle of human life. This required an alternate arrangement of social relations. It also required a recognition of the true essentials of the economic processes in relation to energy and life – conversion, production, consumption and creation. Conversion refers to ‘the utilization of the environment as a source of energy’.





It follows from this that a genuine economics is to be evaluated in terms not of maximising material production but of minimising the dissipation of finite natural resources. Mumford’s approach rethinks the entire orientation of economic activity.

The permanent gain that emerges from the whole economic process is in the relatively non-material elements in culture – in the social heritage itself, in the arts and sciences, in the traditions and processes of technology, or directly in life itself, in those real enrichments that come from the free exploitation of organic energy in thought and action and emotional experience, in play and adventure and drama and personal development – gains that last through memory and communication beyond the immediate moment in which they are enjoyed. In short, as John Ruskin put it, There is no Wealth but Life; and what we call wealth is in fact wealth only when it is a sign of potential or actual vitality.




For this reason, a working ideal for machine production can be based upon neither the gospel of work nor the constant increase in the quantitative standard of consumption.





In arguing for a ‘bolder social economy’ based on a ‘varied and many-sided industrial life’ ‘finely adapted to the environment’ ‘within each natural human region’, Mumford issues a number of demands – ‘Increase Conversion!’, ‘Economize Production!’, ‘Normalize Consumption!’ (FTC 1986:129 132 139). ‘Humanly speaking’, capitalism ‘has worn out its welcome. We need a system more safe, more flexible, more adaptable, and finally more life-sustaining than that constructed by our narrow and one-sided financial economy’ (FTC 1986:139).

In the concluding chapter of  Technics and Civilisation , Mumford argues for the increased exercise of public power so as to transform the existing social order. This involves the socialisation of activities currently undertaken in the private sphere. Mumford’s recommendations are explicitly socialist. Mumford presents the case for ‘making a socialised monopoly of all raw materials’ essential to energy production; for the ‘common ownership of the means of converting energy’; for controls on land use to protect agriculture and encourage specific forms of farming; for planning that makes ‘maximum utilisation of those regions in which kinetic energy in the form of sun, wind and running water is available; for a ‘genuine rationalisation of industry’ that requires ‘the reduction of trivial and degrading forms of work’; for ‘the elimination of products that have no real social use’; for a ‘conscious economic regionalism’ which achieves regional balances which ‘combat the evil of over-specialisation’; for a system of production which recognises the need for limits of human wants and concentrates instead upon the satisfaction of needs, which gears production to fundamental requirements rather than to an escalating consumption as a result of manufactured and commodified wants (TC 1934:380/2 385 388/9 392/7).

Mumford grounded this socialisation in the ‘community’ as the locus of the public good, arguing that ‘the energy, the technical knowledge, the social heritage of a community belongs equally to every member of it, since in the large, the individual contributions and differences are completely insignificant’ (TC 1934:403). Mumford even allowed a role for the state as capable of embodying the interest of the community, arguing for the nationalisation of banking, ‘the organisation of industry within the political framework of cooperating states’, the reorganisation of the trade unions and the creation of consumer organisations. It is now possible to ‘work out the details of a new political and social order’ ‘by reason of the knowledge that is already at our command’ (TC  1934:417).

Mumford argues for a ‘Basic Communism’ in which all are provided for, regardless of occupation, according to need. A small fixed income is extended to the community as a whole. The claim to livelihood acknowledges that all individuals are members of the community: ‘the energy, the technical knowledge, the social heritage of a community belongs equally to every member of it’ (FTC 1986:152).

Mumford advocates communism as a universal system of distributing the essential means of life but is careful to distinguish this communism from the Marxist form founded upon paleotechnic facts and values, not to mention ‘the narrowly militarist tactics’ of the communist parties (FTC 1986:152).

Mumford’s ‘Basic Communism’ entails the obligation to share in the work of the community as well as complete equality of income with regard to the basic commodities. The basis for such a social order already exists. 





‘Socialize Creation!’, Mumford urges (FTC 1986:155). There is a need to integrate labour and nature and restore the unity of labour with life. ‘What we need, then, is the realisation that the creative life, in all its manifestations, is necessarily a social product. It grows with the aid of traditions and techniques maintained and transmitted by society at large, and neither tradition nor product can remain the sole possession of the scientist or the artist or the philosopher, still less of the privileged groups that, under capitalist conventions, so largely support them’ (FTC 1986:158/9).

Creation is thus democratised as well as socialized. The socialisation of creation is also the democratisation of creation. 





In  Technics and Civilisation , Mumford charted a path towards ‘biocentric’ civilisation. There is some inconsistency in his position. Whereas in The Golden Day Mumford had argued that science and technology needed to be recontextualised and reconfigured, he now seems to imply that organicist principles were implicit in neotechnics. This makes Mumford’s argument problematical concerning the realisation of his principles.

To the extent that Mumford called for a new approach to science and technology as crucial for the necessary reshaping of the human condition, his position is worthy. But Mumford can be faulted in terms of failing to develop the political implications of his projected organic order. Mumford does not fully explore the institutional contexts for his recontextualising of science and technology. And the problem is that gaps in political thought tend to be filled by bureaucracy. Indeed, Mumford possibly invited bureaucratisation by investing a good deal of hope in the emergence of professionals and managers in industry and government, something which contradicted his critical revelation of the origins of such elites in the acquisitive impulses of capitalism (Blake 1990:284/5).

Mumford’s failure to explore the political implications of his argument leave him exposed to the claim that his vision is a nostalgic invocation of pre-modern solidarities. Mumford needed to spell out the future oriented dimension of his organicist principles much more clearly. This is particularly so given the extent to which  Mumford invoked the name of ‘community’. Such a use of the term ‘community’ can be politically evasive.

Sometimes, Mumford makes ‘community’ the product of the aesthetic-technical planning he advocates. ‘Community’ describes a place that is ‘a permanent seat of life and culture’, a ‘new environment on the human scale’ that offers the potential to become a ‘local center of culture’. The garden city is a regional city, a planned community that generates a new form from an aesthetic and technological synthesis. Within this framework, various ‘counter-institutions’ may emerge, ‘little theaters’ which foster the ‘community spirit’, creating an alternative society within the shell of the planned community (RTLI 1925:91 93).

Mumford is agnostic as to the particular form that these ‘counter-institutions’ should take. What is clear is that they are to constitute the institutional framework of the new social order. Community, then, needs to acquire a political form to avoid accusations of nostalgia with regard to Mumford’s call for an organic social order. Mumford’s vision implies extensive public spaces in a democratic and pluralistic civil society fostering and sustaining a civic order and a civic consciousness.

Mumford’s ideal of ecological regionalism thus achieves political form as a community composed of a multiplicity of (urban) public spheres, geo-urban public spheres which subject the use of technics to public deliberation and decision-making. But it is important to stress that the civic institutions of the future public community are counter-institutions created and governed by human agency in the process of creating the future society and cannot be prescribed in advance. Mumford’s theory is inherently democratic in leaving something for human agents acting within specific social relations to accomplish for themselves.

But if the holistic, evolutionary position implicit in Mumford’s organicist approach is problematical from a political perspective, far more serious is Mumford’s growing realisation that there was something awry in technology itself. For Mumford had consistently argued that the problems of the modern world could only be overcome by a fundamental transformation of the whole way of life: “we must create a new person, who is at one with nature, and a new concept of nature which does full justice to the person”.









Mumford (1934) explains the unfolding of the society-nature dialectic in such a way that technological society emerges as the culmination of natural evolution, producing a new society and a new human being in the process. The machine is both the transformation and transformer of nature, Mumford argues, bringing new moral and cultural values to the society that the machine has assimilated into its nature. In the process of creating the machine, human beings recreate themselves and their society.

In this development, the interest in the factual and practical is no longer considered with aristocratic disdain. Taboos of class and caste are weakened and altered. Further, machines come to add a new aesthetic dimension to the arts, fostering new techniques of cooperative thought and action. 

Mumford notes the extent to which the human imagination is enlarged by a new machine aesthetic involving scientific and technological fantasising: 'There is an aesthetic of units and series, as well as an aesthetic of the unique and unrepeatable' (Mumford 1934: 82). Nature becomes a human work of art, with beauty and wonder expanded by the quantitative and analytic appreciation afforded by machine culture. Cubism was the first artistic style to reflect the beauty of the machine. Our appreciation of pure form in nature is enhanced by photography, distant environments are brought close by film, recreating in symbolic form a world that is beyond our perception.
Far from being against technology in any simple sense, Mumford proceeds to extol the new mechanical environment: 'Man's extension of nature . . . the elements of this environment are hard and crisp and clear: the steel bridge, the concrete road . . .' (Mumford 1934:105). Indeed, Mumford admonishes the arts and crafts movement inspired by John Ruskin and William Morris for lacking 'the courage to use the machine us an instrument of creative purpose' (1934:97). 

Mumford, however, is very far from asserting technics over art.

Mumford’s views shed interesting light on the possibility of using neotechnics to fashion life into "works of art." One point to the examples here of computer software and graphics as the ultimate "image-making tools". This is to see neotechnics as artistic tools and not just as engineering tools, seeing ourselves as works of art in a process of self-creation, as against machines being fine-tuned. The application of neotechnics becomes more intimate and less cold when conceived as an artistic exercise.
But as an illusion, such an approach serves the mechanisation of human beings rather than the aestheticisation of technics. Under the guise of being artistic tools, computer technology and genetic engineering technologies give the appearance of a renaissance of the artistic side of the human experience, but not the reality. On the contrary, conflating art and engineering, the new technologies threaten to suffocate the artistic sensibility totally. Mumford was aware that genuine art always represents a "deep communion" with the outside world, an expansive orientation in which we seek to communicate and share innermost feelings and emotions concerning the way we experience reality with others. 





The arts are simultaneously the most intimate and most abstract forms of communication available to human beings and cannot be conflated with machines without being suppressed. Mumford is concerned that art and technics embody and express their legitimate purpose in enhancing the human organism. Unfortunately, in the modern world, art and technics are being conflated to the detriment of each, as well as to humankind in general.





The purpose of the arts is to create a shared space in which the human being as artist engages with others symbolically. Ultimately, as Mumford emphasises, ‘art is essentially an expression of love, in all of its many forms from the erotic to the social.’ In this respect, art is ‘in contrast to technics, which is mainly concerned with the enlargement of human power. (Mumford 1980: 24.)

Mumford’s perspective is dialectical rather than a triumphal celebration of the technocratic mastery of nature. Thus Mumford argues that modern machines contain the potential for an essentially communist 'neotechnic' society which goes beyond the old 'palaeotechnic' approach. Rather than simplifying the organic to make it intelligible and manipulable, Mumford complicates the mechanical in order to make it more organic and hence more effective in being harmonious with the biophysical environment.

In this, Mumford organic perspective anticipates by some four decades the communalist ecocentrism of the likes of E.F. Schumacher. Further, Mumford modified his initial technocentrism, as laid out in Technics and Civilisation (1934) in his subsequent writings, coming to argue that the machine world

has isolated its occupants from every form of reality except the machine process itself ... all forms of organic partnership between the millions of species that add to the vitality and wealth of the earth are either suppressed entirely from the mind or homogenised into a uniform mixture which can be fed into a machine.

Mumford cited in Guha 1991: 67-91

This implies that social transformation could result in human beings managing their interchange with nature in a more harmonious manner so that, as Mumford argues, society is more organicised and nature less mechanised.

Further, machines come to add a new aesthetic dimension to the arts, fostering new techniques of cooperative thought and action.

The problem is that whereas capitalism originally liberates cooperative thought and action between aesthetics and techniques, in time it comes to distort and suppress its further development. Within a Marxist perspective, Mumford’s call for a more organic relationship of technics to Nature would be framed in terms of liberating the productive forces from the constraints of capitalist relations so as to develop to their full potential, beyond the imperative to accumulate capital. The intention is to envisage and develop technical regimes which materialise freedom, democracy, social justice and other ends which human beings set themselves. In Mumford’s idiom, this refers to the new technics making possible 'real association' between individuals, something which proceeds on the basis of 'common participation and understanding' (Mumford 1934, 161-2). This implies that the value of work is judged on more than narrow economic and monetary criteria, changing the conception of wealth and reshaping industrial processes to enhance the creativity of labour (Schumacher 1980).

With knowledge becoming more holistic, Mumford envisages the new technics as leading to the eventual 'liberation from the machine'. A more social environment reduces the need for machine-based operations, with older machines dying out and being replaced by faster, brainier machines. Eventually, machine-led economic growth will be supplanted by a dynamic economic equilibrium, what Mumford calls economic 'consolidation'. The exchange between society and nature is put on an organic basis, 'Not mine and move, but stay and cultivate are the watchwords of the new order' (Mumford 1934: 175). The extent to which Mumford's argument anticipates the green movement is striking. Indeed, Mumford’s views show a way of avoiding splits between environmental technological fixers and deep green ecologists, mixing ecocentrism with technocentrism so as to avoid the self-destructive bifurcation within green politics between natural and human interests.

Mumford possessed an ambivalent attitude towards the connection between technology and progress. The dialectical approach acknowledges progress as an historical fact, emphasising technology as a determining factor on this development up to this stage. Awareness of the role of technology is part of the process by which technological determinism gives way to human self-determination, human freedom as the capacity of human beings to supply their own ends to themselves for practical realisation. Mumford’s views on neotechnics distinguishes between the could and the should of technological possibility as the difference between technological determinism and human self-determination. Mumford can thus envisage neotechnics playing a positive role within a communist society. For Mumford, production will come to divide into two types. 





Mumford adds that such personalised production could not be attained within a craft regime, where the division of labour had been abolished. For Mumford, no gain in production could justify eliminating 'humane' work. That said, Mumford believed that machines should be employed to abolish servile work:





10 THE MYTH OF THE MACHINE

Mumford embarked upon a search for an answer to the crucial questions of the modern age – why had technological progress issued in such human regress? Why was the twentieth century a century of war, cataclysm and catastrophe despite centuries of economic growth? The power and the productivity of the modern world has issued not in the promised freedom and happiness but in mass violence and destruction. Was this mere coincidence? Or as there a connection? Mumford proposed to find out (Mumford interview with Edwin Newman on Speaking Freely, WNBC, Jan 10 1971, transcript in LMC; WD 1979:475).

In The Culture of Cities (1938), Mumford writes that ‘The change from a life economy to a money economy greatly widened the resources of the state.’ To escape the megamachine, there is a need to convert the money economy into a life economy. In The Myth of the Machine: Technics and Human Development (1967) and The Myth of the Machine: The Pentagon of Power (1971), Mumford sought to begin the mental counter-attack on ‘the Machine’, the pentagon of power, by exposing its power to rest on myth. Mumford sought to induce human beings to create their own psychic realities against the myths by which power sought to capture and confine us. Mumford was attempting to create the psychic autonomy that would foster the revolution against the bureaucratic conception of power and control and rule which characterised the modern mechanical social order. Mumford may have been vague with respect to who these revolutionaries would be. Marx clearly pointed to those with the structural capacity and material futurity to remake society in their image. Mumford lacks this frame of forces and relations of production. It is nevertheless clear that Mumford’s assault on mechanistic, bureaucratic politics is not at all the same as that of the antiregulatory conservatives, whose view of liberty is the anarchy of the rich and powerful, the preservation of corporate power rather than the reduction of the managerial character of society. 

Elsewhere, I have written of ‘the coming ecological revolution’, since this does seem to be the best way to describe the revolution in the way of life as a whole that current controversies and campaigns prefigure. (Peter Critchley, 2011 The Coming Ecological Revolution 6 vols [e-book] Available through: Academia website <http://independent.academia. Edu/PeterCritchley/Books). Lewis Mumford pointed to the emergence of the new age of ecology: 'All thinking worthy of the name must now be ecological.' But perhaps no word or phrase could adequately capture the nature of the coming revolution, indeed, the revolution which is already underway. Perhaps there will be no word, no homogenous, organised movement of revolutionaries, just a long, slow, piecemeal, process which gradually form into one big social, cultural and psychic change. So long as human beings continue to equate instrumental, institutional and technical power with progress, so they will remain psychic prisoners of a power-worshipping society dominated by the myth of total control. This is the myth that Mumford called upon us to overthrow, overcoming the excess of bureaucracy and all the misery that this entails in the loss of spontaneity, creativity and well-being. For all of the populist rejection of bureaucracy, it is impossible to live in a society which venerates total control without also having controllers. The challenge, as Mumford pointed out, is to find a way to convert a "power economy to a life economy."

In The Myth of the Machine (1967), Mumford sets the problem of the misapplication of technology in the widest historical context possible. The ‘religion’ of technology in the modern world is based upon a misconception of human origins and human nature. Worse, the modern ideal of ‘progress’, which equates technological advance with human advance, is simply a ‘scientifically dressed up justification’ for the way that ruling classes have obtained and maintained power since the age of the pharaohs (Mumford  Prologue to Our Time 1975:45).

Mumford had always been interested in the impact of technology upon culture. But now the question that he was investigating was different. Mumford was now concerned to reveal the anatomy of technological complexes, identify their origins, expose their functioning and understand their impact upon history.

By the time of The Myth of the Machine, Mumford was referring to the ‘megamachine’, a system comprising animate and inanimate parts which are interchangeable, centrally organised and centrally controlled. Mumford viewed technology as a process of production rather than simply as a product of this process. Mumford conceived the modern megamachine as a new god which ‘cannot be approached or argued with, as Moses approached the burning bush or Jonah bargained with God to recall his threat to Ninevah’ (Mumford to Roderick Seidenberg 30 August 1965, Mumford Papers). This later Mumford viewed technology as producing order, system and control. This understanding caused Mumford to abandon his earlier soft technological determinism in favour of the social and psychological determinants of technology.

For Mumford, technology could not be subordinated to economics. He thus accused Marx of being too concerned with profits and the just distribution of goods and services being produced. ‘The real weakness of the Marx-Engels analysis is that it was too narrowly an analysis of profit rather than products’ (Mumford to Bauer 11 September 1932 Mumford Papers).

Mumford explored the interplay between technology but, further, conceived a whole new complex comprising technology, the human personality, society and nature. Mumford could discuss each component as if they were discrete entities. However, the crucial point of his organicist method is that each component constituted a seamless network through their intermeshing. And it is this interconnection and interaction within whole complexes that Mumford sought to understand. For herein lay the key to the problems of the modern age.

In Capital, Marx wrote of human beings becoming appendages of the machine. Marx’s critique of alienation concerns the inversion of subject and object. The human creators are reduced to the status of things as the objects they created come to acquire an existential significance. The reference in Capital pertained to the worker in the industrial factory, but the point is of general application in a machine civilisation. Machines, of course, come in many forms, each with its own peculiar anatomy. In his work, culminating in The Myth of the Machine, Mumford provided a taxonomy which delineated the emergence of the machine civilisation, considering machines in relation to human development and social progress, giving prominence to various technologies -  wheel, plough, sail, rudder, clock, watermill, windmill, water turbine, steam engine, internal combustion engine – at each stage in history. But Mumford’s interest was not simply in detailing and classifying inventions but in demonstrating the profound effects that such technologies as the compass, clock, electricity, telephone, radio and aeroplane had on human lives and minds, shaping the human world within as much as the natural world without. Mumford’s point was moral and anthropological. Mumford emerges as a pivotal thinker who develops a novel interpretation of the main themes in modern social theory, addressing the core issues of the sociological canon in a very distinctive way. However technologies are classified and arranged scientifically, organised socially, by helping them to evolve, human beings have profoundly altered their own biological evolution. So much so that Mumford could paint the nightmare scenario of machines gaining an independence of their human creators and bringing human growth and development to an end. With the rise of machine civilisation, human beings are preparing for the final change, becoming totally adapted to and dependent on. At this point, human beings become technological men, fitted to megamechanical modernity, 'ghosts clad in iron', personifications of the ‘deathly denigration of mind and culture and all which only modern men have dared.’ (Miller, ed., 1986: 102, 160-61,300.)
.
Mumford’s comment here savours a great deal of Weber’s conception of modernity as an ‘iron cage’, a cage which is a psychic prison rather than a physical prison in that it embraces the subjectivise of human beings even more than the bodies. Predicting the rise of a new polytheism of values, there could be no way out of that cage on Weber’s premises. For Weber, the iron cage was an irreversible product of the process of rationalisation. 
Mumford is concerned to identify the forces that have led ‘reason’ to take the form of an ‘iron cage’ which confines modern subjects, embraces even the subjectivity of all individuals. Mumford is also concerned to identify the forces that lead people out of that cage. In contrast to Weber, Mumford was concerned to identify the neotechnic dimension of modern rational development as containing a potential alternative future to that of the mechanical mode. Mumford sought to subvert the iron cage of rationalisation in favour of the organic mode, strengthening neotechnic tendencies in order to nurture the mental and emotional life, the intellectual curiosity and the free play of individuals.

What concerned Mumford was less the mechanical production of goods than human self-creation. For Mumford, human beings were symbol-making animals before they became tool makers. If homo faber came before homo economicus then homo symbolicus came before both. Human beings were creators of signifying and self-creating symbols. Human beings created ritual, words, images and mores in order to cope with and control their inner demons. For Mumford, this was even more important than the comprehension and control of external forces. The latter could never be achieved without the former. The proper ordering of the outer world depends upon the proper ordering of the inner world. The irrational organisation of the outer world, the escape of external forces beyond rational control, is the product of inner inadequacy. It was this perspective that lay behind Mumford’s attack upon the ‘myth’ of the megamachine.

Although there are continuities, The Myth of the Machine is not a rewritten version of  Technics and Civilisation . Mumford is concerned in this latter work to trace the history of technology to a much deeper level, far back into the pre-history of Paleolithic and Neolithic periods.

At every stage man’s inventions and transformations were less for the purpose of increasing the food supply or controlling nature than for utilizing his own immense organic resources and expressing his latent potentialities, in order to fulfil more adequately his super-organic demands and aspirations .. To consider man, then, as primarily a tool-using animal is to overlook the main chapters of human history. Opposed to this petrified notion, I shall develop the view that man is pre-eminently a mind-making, self-mastering, and self-designing animal; and the primary locus of all his activities lies first in his own organism, and in the social organisation through which it finds fuller expression.

The reference to a machine order or civilisation does not just mean machines in the physical sense. As Mumford makes clear, machines would be inert without other kinds of institutional, psychic and cultural mechanisms to deploy them. Power grids, assembly lines, means of social control all require human beings. But Mumford’s deeper point here is that the mechanizing of human beings is the prior condition of the mechanizing of matter. The basis of the modern megamachine are the ancient machine orders composed of human parts.

In The Myth of the Machine, Mumford set out to subvert the foundations of technological domination. He directly challenges the conception of homo faber, the idea that human beings are tool-making animals. This conception, Mumford argues, sustains the total commitment to – and dependence upon – technology in the modern age. The overemphasis upon the importance of tools and weapons in the evolution of early human society distorts perspectives of human culture and nature and serves to rationalise the megamachine.

In contrast, Mumford underlines the role of language in human development. And he goes further even than this: “even before language could be invented man had to lay a basis for it in the expressive use of his entire body; so if man was anything fundamentally, he was a dancing, acting, mimicking, ritual-making animal” (LM-HM no date, HMC).

Mumford’s approach permits the recovery of the everyday social life world of reciprocity, interaction and exchange between creative, discursive individuals It is play rather than work that made human beings human. The dreams and fantasies, magic, rituals, totems and taboos contribute as much to human development as do tools.

Certainly, the discovery of fire and the making of weapons, then tools, made powerful contributions to human development. Even more powerful contributions were made by ritual, religion, social organisation, art, and, above all, language. Human development took place through a long process of evolving the social heritage. In the brain, human beings possessed the most important tool of all, one which made human beings human and which could be used to humanize the world. The brain denotes a capacity for self-transcendence and this means that, regardless of the existence of a technological determinism, the future always remains there to be created. The megamachine that Mumford proceeds to attack is the product of the mind and, since this is so, can be exposed as myth and have its power overthrown.

Mumford’s two volume study of The Myth of the Machine ought to be considered a major contribution to the growing appreciation of human beings as symbol making animals. Volume one, Technics and Human Development, rejects the picture of homo faber as a partial conception that is unable to comprehend human history. The domination of this conception has resulted in a misinterpretation of history, leading to an overemphasis upon hard physical evidence, bones and stones, and to a neglect of soft physical artefacts like wood, objects, clothes, hunting nets, baskets, artistic expressions. Non-tangible factors like dreams, ritual and speech have been ignored altogether. The conception of homo faber is a cultural and historical product of the modern utilitarian and machine age. In this view, history is the evolution from stone to copper to bronze to iron and, ultimately, to the rational ‘iron cage’ of the modern age. This represents an inadequate view of technics and human development from Mumford’s perspective.

Mumford argues in The Myth of the Machine (1967) that the human being is more than a tool-making animal but is ‘pre-eminently a mind-making, self-mastering and self-designing animal; and the primary locus of all his activities lies first in his own organism and in the social organisation through which it finds fuller expression’. Mumford thus went beyond the hard facts of technology, associated with the human being as homo faber, to identify the mental processes that conceived them (Roszak 1968).

Mumford thus sets about replacing homo faber with homo symbolicus. In this view, human beings are signifying or symbol-making animals. The mental equipment of the human body is a much more significant instrument for the development of technics than hard functional tools.

Mumford ‘s semiotic theory was grounded in the human body, something which issues in a much deeper, more biological or anthropological conception of culture than that which is evident in contemporary theory. Mumford’s approach here allows him to advance the technics of the body as both the first truly human achievement as well as being the means for human self-transformation.

Human beings, then, are the controlling figures in evolution. The problem is that human beings are both superrational and deeply irrational. Mumford thus identifies the soul as subject to an eternal struggle between the constructive, life-enhancing rational nature of human beings and the destructive, life-denying irrational nature of human beings. The quintessential human problem is how to manage this ambivalence. Before humanity can master technology it will have to master itself.

On these premises, Mumford sought to unravel the complexities of ‘progress’ within a machine civilisation. ‘Progress’ in this context is not a solution but, rather, expresses the predicament that confronts human beings. To seek to escape from the past into an unknown future, all in the name of ‘progress’, is an ‘excellent prescription for sending mankind to the loony bin’ (Mumford, review of Carl G Jung’s Memories 1964:185). The problem with ‘progress’ conceived on instrumental or technocratic lines is that the supporting features which enable human beings to maintain balance – familiar faces and landmarks, shared norms and values, vocational duties – were rapidly being eroded through the obsession with growth.

Blocking the evolution of the organic way of life is the megamachine, the incarnation of mechanisation. The development and extension of large, complex technological systems – specifically the military-industrial-governmental complex, and the use of science and pure physics to perfect the technology of mass destruction, registered to Mumford the suppression of the life insurgent. The modern megamachine promised to bring civilisation to an end. Whether that end was slow or quick was an open question.

Against the institutionalisation of science, Mumford launched a fundamental critique of the scientific-technological state as part of the megamachine (Jamison and Eyerman 1994). Mumford’s critique was timely. After Eisenhower’s warning, a number of intellectuals were critically examining the subordination of knowledge production to the dictates of the "military-industrial complex," exposing the colonization of the public realm and the appropriation of technological rationality by commercial interests (Mendelsohn 1994). Mumford put the critique this way:





Throughout the 1960s, Mumford challenged the domination of the big government and big business, with their hierarchical logic and power-and-money driven ethos. Knowledge-production via science and technology had become an authoritarian technics. Mumford pointed to the existence of an alternative, democratic technics but argued that these forms were being threatened by extinction. In coming to be inextricably linked to what Mumford called the "pentagon of power" (Mumford 1970), science and technology had become an authoritarian technics. Mumford’s words struck a chord and inspired a generation of civic protest and activism. The war in Vietnam, nuclear proliferation and the space race all pointed to the misuse and misapplication of science and technology, begging the question as to what the correct use and application would involve. The 1960s protest in large part was a Mumfordian defence of life against the mechanization of people and place, mind and matter.

Mumford’s achievement was to direct the methods of science against the current practice and institutionalisation science itself, pointing to another way of applying technics: the ecological and biological way.

The "new social movements" of the 1960s and 1970s, particularly feminism and environmentalism, embodied Mumford’s ecological and regional perspective to articulate an alternative approach to science and technology (Dickson 1974). Like Mumford, the new social movements reject modern science's exploitative attitude to nature and offer a democratic and participatory ideal as an alternative organisational mode for the production of knowledge (Eyerman and Jamison 1991). Mumford’s approach is also consistent with the development of what is called ‘citizen science’, an attempt to bring the methods of science closer to place and people, being assimilated within the social practices of people governing their common affairs (Alan Irwin 1995 Citizen Science A Study of People Expertise and Sustainable Development). Also consistent with Mumford’s ideas on democratic technics is the way that the new social movements have pioneered new forms of social and collective learning, allied to those grass-roots engineering activities that go under the name of appropriate technology. 
It is interesting to see how Mumford’s ideas have been diffused as a result of an expansive socio-ecological praxis. The new social movements have generated the alternative form of knowledge-production that Mumford called for, fertilising the disciplines of women's studies, environmental studies, cultural studies and developing a network-based, project-driven transdisciplinary mode of knowledge production that is able to link theory and practice in the creation of the future ecological society (Gibbons et al. 1994). What is most impressive about the emergence of this learning society is its flexibility and its pluralism, the way that it integrates expressed and tacit forms of knowledge within a socio-ecological praxis. This praxis comprises three dimensions, the technical, the organizational and the cosmological – creating a new collective identity in the emergence of the new society. 

By the time of The Myth of the Machine, Mumford was making a distinction between machines and ‘the machine’. Machines referred to specific objects whilst ‘the machine’ referred to the whole technological complex, encompassing machines as well as knowledge, skill and art. ‘The machine’ was the physical incarnation of the mechanistic means being enlarged to become an end in itself, a power system. By the time of Technics and Human Development and The Pentagon of Power, ‘the machine’ had become the megamachine, a system characterised by the interchangeability of parts, central organisation and control exercised through a priestly or scientific monopoly of knowledge. The purpose of the megamachine is to serve the power and the glory as well as the material well-being of the elite.

Mumford explains his use of the term ‘megamachine’. If a machine is defined ‘as a combination of resistant parts, each specialised in function, operating under human control, to utilize energy and to perform work’, 

then the great labor machine was in every aspect a genuine machine: all the more because its components, though made of human bone, nerve and muscle, were reduced to their bare mechanical elements and rigidly standardized for the performance of their limited tasks. The taskmaster’s lash ensured conformity. Such machines had already been assembled if not invented by kings in the early part of the Pyramid Age, from the end of the fourth Millennium on.

Mumford MMTHD 1967: 192/3

The first megamachine consisted of parts which were almost entirely human, moulding the human to the mechanical. The modern megamachine mechanized itself by systematically replacing the human parts with mechanical parts. The true spirit of capitalism, Mumford shows, emerges as the ghost of the cult of the Sun King and the Myth of the Machine in modern mechanical culture. The mechanical world view made possible great advances in science and technics but has done so by postulating a gap separating an objective realm of mechanism and a subjective world of values. This was the fundamental impasse that subverted morality in the modern world, the central, tragic, theme of Weber’s rationalisation thesis. Weber could find no way out of this impasse given his own premise of an irreducible polytheism of subjective values in the modern world. Mumford, in contrast, could propose an alternative.

The materialism of capitalist society has its historical roots in the emergence of ancient class societies. From Mumford’s perspective, capitalism is the culmination of tendencies that have been growing over thousands of years. The transformation of capitalist relations in itself may well not suffice to overcome these historical roots of civilisation. Civilisation as such refers to those societies which possess an economic surplus, classes, hierarchies, cities, the state, agriculture, patriarchy, independent crafts, army. Seen in this light, civilization is revealed in its true light as a massive control project. The control of external nature is only one aspect of this total control. Just as important is the control of other people. But maybe the most important aspect is the control of essential aspects of the human psyche. Civilisation thus rests on an ecological and psychic nexus of interrelated forms of domination in which the domination of humans over nature, humans over humans, ruling over working classes, men over women, are all interlinked and mutually reinforcing. This observation locates Marx’s critique of capitalism within a broader scheme of development, seeing the potential for communism to be the culmination of civilisation’s process towards total control, not a reversal of it. The key characteristics of the modern capitalist world — individualism, materialism, instrumentalism, rationalism — have been present within civilisation’s project of total control from the first. While these aspects have grown and thrived with capitalist industrialisation, they have been ever-present elements since the development of ancient civilization. As Mumford wrote, the very first civilizations anticipated industrial machine organization in the way that human beings were made cogs within "megamachine" social structures. (Mumford 1967)

Mumford’s point is that the machine organization of industrial production is nothing new, the invention of modern capitalism, but was pioneered in the earliest civilizations and is therefore something rooted in human mentalities and modalities. These will not be easily uprooted by the transformation of social relations. The difference between the ancient and the modern megamachine is that the early "megamachines" were lacking in technological hardware and therefore comprised completely of human cogs. The ancient megamachine was completely social in character, a machine made up of human components. Class society was therefore constituted on the machine principle, with human beings reduced to the status of cogs in a social machine run by the ruling elite.

The megamachine principle takes technical form in industrial capitalist civilisation characterised by an increasingly rigorous division of labour. In contrast to preindustrial craft production, where the tool was an extension of the worker, the worker is literally a cog within the industrial capitalist production system, an appendage of the machine, in Marx’s words. Whilst the peasants knew their places in a social order based on personal ties of dependence, they exercised greater control over their hourly work rhythms and daily lives. Ties of impersonal dependence are grounded in time and work discipline, the "scientific management of production" which breaks the labour process down into simple and routine elements. This was not merely about increasing productivity, but most of all about keeping workers under control (Noble 1977; Noble 1984; Braverman 1974)

In his search for alternatives and solutions to the modern predicament, Mumford reaches far back into ancient history, acknowledging his debts to V Gordon Childe. There is, however, a key difference between Mumford and Childe concerning the origins of civilisation. Childe focuses upon the role played by inventions like the plough and the chariot. Mumford identifies mathematics and astronomy, writing and the written record, and the sacred idea of a universal order as a result of observations as the absolutely crucial tools which led to the development of the megamachine.

Whereas Childe emphasised material factors, Mumford thought that the inventions of the mind were more important. When the astronomer-priests of the king merged the idea of an absolute cosmic regularity and authority with the idea of a human order whose rulers partook of godlike attributes, the megamachine was born. The megamachine represented the fusing of the natural order of the earth with the supernatural order of the heavens. Political authority was vastly increased. With the pre-eminence of the Sun gods, particularly Ra, at this point, Sun worship and political absolutism fused to form the megamachine.

Mumford’s big claim is that the modern power state represents a contemporary version of the original megamachine. Both rest upon the scientific knowledge of experts and a vast bureaucracy in order to function. Both systems preserve the secrecy of scientific knowledge. Since this knowledge was the key to systems of total control, there had to be a priestly monopoly. The ancient city developed the first bureaucracy as the world of the king was transmitted by an army of scribes, messengers, stewards and superintendents. Bureaucracy, priesthood, and army formed a layer of interlocking power just beneath the king, forming the brains and the nervous system of a power complex that integrated and organised whole populations around specific tasks. The ‘invisible machine’ is the prototype for the mechanical organisation of later ages, even when the human parts were replaced by mechanical parts.

All the elements of the modern system of production were present in the megamachine – the centralisation of technical knowledge, the regimentation of the labour force, the external direction of labour, the interchangeability of the parts. The modern megamachine, then, has its origins not in capitalist industrialisation, as Marxists argued, nor in the Middle Ages, as Mumford himself had argued in  Technics and Civilisation  (and which Weber and Foucault also suggest). Mumford traced the problems of the modern age all the way back to the very beginning of human history. Here, in the ancient city, the megamachine had emerged as a power complex consisting of masses of people accustomed to enduring forced, mind-numbing, repetitive labour for the greater power, glory and well-being of an elite (MM 1967:188 199 211; WD 1979:476; PP 1970:12).

Throughout history, the megamachine was militaristic. It began to emerge along modern lines towards the end of the Middle Ages. Capitalism placed an emphasis upon calculation, book keeping, the discipline of the clock, the codification of law under the absolute state. These developments laid the institutional, cultural and psychological foundations for the re-emergence of the megamachine on a vast new scale. Mumford even saw the reappearance of the sun god in the breakthrough of astronomers like Copernicus and Kepler, the new sun worshippers (MM 1967:189 224 230 258/60 263 293/4).

When scrutinized more closely, the social results were, however, more disturbing than the prophets of mechanical progress were willing to admit: from the beginning in the fifteenth century blasted landscapes, befouled streams, polluted air, congested filthy slums, epidemics of avoidable disease, the ruthless extirpation of old crafts, the destruction of valuable monuments of architecture and history—all these losses counterbalanced the gains…. While the goods promised by mechanical invention and capitalist organization were naturally more easy to anticipate than the evils, there was one evil, more mountainous than all the rest put together, which for lack of sufficient historic information at that period it was impossible to perceive in advance or to forfend. This was the resurrection of the mega-machine. Through the coalition of all the institutions and forces we have just been examining, the way had been prepared for the introduction of the megamachine on a scale that not even Chephren or Cheops, Naram-Sin, Assurbanipal, or Alexander, could have deemed possible. For the accumulation of mechanical facilities had at last made it possible vastly to enlarge the scope of the megamachine, by progressively replacing the recalcitrant and uncertain human components with specialized mechanisms of precision made of metal, glass, or plastics, designed as no human organism had ever been designed, to perform their specialized functions with unswerving fidelity and accuracy. 
At last a megamachine had become possible that needed, once organized, a minimum amount of detailed human participation and coordination. From the sixteenth century on the secret of the megamachine was slowly re-discovered. In a series of empirical fumblings and improvisations, with little sense of the ultimate end toward which society was moving, that great mechanical Leviathan was fished up out of the depths of history. The expansion of the megamachine—its kingdom, its power, its glory—became progressively the chief end, or at least the fixed obsession, of Western Man.
The machine, 'advanced' thinkers began to hold, not merely served as the ideal model for explaining and eventually controlling all organic activities, but its wholesale fabrication and its continued improvement was what alone could give meaning to human existence. Within a century a two, the ideological fabric that supported the ancient megamachine had been reconstructed on a new and improved model. Power, speed, motion standardization, mass production, quantification, regimentation, precision. uniformity, astronomical regularity, control, above all control—these became the passwords of modem society in the new Western style. 
Only one thing was needed to assemble and polarize all the new components of the megamachine: the birth of the Sun God. And in the sixteenth century, with Kepler, Tycho Brahe, and Copernicus officiating as accoucheurs, the new Sun God was born. 

Mumford MM 1967: 293/4

Linking the history of cities and technology, Mumford locates the origins of modern institutions, organisations and patterns of authority in the earliest civilizations. Many of the qualities that seem to be the unique products of modern industrial society actually have their antecedents in ancient civilisation. Mumford pays particular attention to Egypt. For Mumford, the origins of the megamachine are located in ancient Egypt, with the megamechanical forms and mentalities that emerged there continuing in a variety of forms throughout the ages.

Mumford depicts the mass mobilization of human labour in the building of the pyramids as the first example of mechanized production. Mumford is particularly concerned to emphasise the mechanized approach to organizing human beings and how this mechanisation of  people predated and was the condition of the mechanisation of matter.
With only basic hand tools, the Egyptians undertook vast building projects by creating a "megamachine" composed of human parts — a massive machine-like mobilization of human power. This human machine was based on a strict division of labour and highly standardized tasks and was administered and executed by an elaborate system of bureaucratic control. Importantly, this move toward mechanization was driven not by natural necessity but by a spiritual imperative. The erection of vast monuments to the divinity and immortality claimed by the Egyptian rulers served a spiritual rather than a material purpose. The first megamachines were designed to serve abstract power.

Mumford goes on to demonstrate that many of the inventions identified with the Industrial Revolution date from many centuries earlier. Rather than being utilised to do anything ‘useful’ and make money, these inventions were used primarily for religious or artistic purposes. Necessity isn’t the only mother of invention, far from it. Thus glass was used to make ornamental beads thousands of years before being used to make vessels and windows, even though such applications were technically feasible. Technics did not always serve money making and industry. The water wheel was imported from India as a toy and a ceremonial object whilst the first windmills and steam pumps were used to work elaborate pipe organs and to open and close temple doors. Metallurgy and the use of wind and water power in agriculture and forestry were all well-established by the 11th century, but these inventions were used to save labour and did not alter medieval life in anything like the same way as the industrial revolution.

Technics come to be systematically applied within the modern megamachine. The modern megamachine is a congealed power-oriented consciousness, materialised to form its dynamic imperative. The megamachine has now formed itself as the state, a totally integrated public and private realm, with institutions such as parties, parliaments, associations belonging to it rather than to the individuals who compose them. The people are induced to accept this power monopoly by means of a bribe. It pays to stay within the megamachine and do its bidding as one of its human cogs. Of course, Mumford is not arguing that the destructive, autonomy-impairing, pathological megamachine is all-powerful. On the contrary, Mumford’s point is that the megamachine appears to be all-powerful and that its human members are seduced by the appearance of power and the promise of reward. At bottom, the megamachine’s power is nothing more than a bribe, a bribe which human beings have the moral, intellectual and social capacity to refuse. 

The modern bureaucratically administered state and military-industrial complex is the contemporary version of the megamachine. There is a critical distinction to be made between the older and the modern megamachine however. Whereas formerly, the centre of authority lay with the absolute ruler in the past megamachines, in the modern megamachine, authority centres in the system itself. The modern megamachine possesses nuclear weapons, a priesthood of scientists and engineers, a military-industrial complex. Those controlling the modern megamachine and those controlled by it share the mechanistic, power-centred world view. 

The belief that the machine was ‘absolutely irresistible’ whilst in any case being ‘ultimately beneficial’, so long as it was not opposed and so long as one goes along with its imperatives, constitutes ‘the Myth of the Machine’. And here is Mumford’s payoff. This myth need not be accepted. The megamachine, contrary to impressions of its vast power, is not unbeatable. The machine is not beneficial and is not concerned with the general good; the machine is not irresistible and unbeatable. This is the ‘myth’ that Mumford seeks to expose, encouraging people to shed their irrational beliefs. The machine can be opposed and rejected; the machine can be beaten. 

Mumford sought a way out of the ‘iron cage’ of modernity by rethinking the character of reason and its relationship to freedom. This enabled Mumford to rework the basic premises of rational modernity. In the process, Mumford overcame the modern dualisms of public and private, reason and nature formal and instrumental rationality. Throughout his writings, Mumford challenged the assumptions of an automatic relation between the expansion of reason and the production of freedom. In many respects, technological progress had issued in human regress. Mumford’s various investigations possessed a common thread in being concerned with modernity as a process which narrowed purpose and scope as opposing to enhancing possibilities for expression. In this respect, Mumford is original. He addresses the core ideas of the sociological tradition but he does so from a position that denies the inevitability of modernity and the necessarily progressive and emancipatory character of modernity.

At the heart of Mumford’s sociological theory is the concept of life. Life, for Mumford, is a bio-cosmic, transformative, insurgent and purposive process. This challenges the self-alienation from life which characterises modern society and social theory. Whereas other social thinkers regarded this creation of a mechanical world beyond the organic conception of life as progressive, Mumford saw the basis of human life being eroded. Mumford thus rejects the dualism of reason or culture and nature, a dualism which is central to modern notions of progress. And this makes him more sensitive to the destructive aspects of the abstracting tendencies of modern progress.

Mumford’s view has something in common with Marx’s alienation thesis. For Marx, capitalism was an alienated system of production that inverted the relation of means and ends. Labour, the conscious life activity of the species, was reduced to being a mere means to external ends. The end of labour under capitalism was not ‘the good life’ but the ‘life of goods’. Objects acquired an existential significance as human beings were reduced to the status of objects. The products created by human labour were invested with autonomous life as human beings were reduced to being mere passive means.

Mumford’s position has something in common with this view of Marx. Human beings for Mumford are self-creating, self-producing animals. This is a broad, anthropological conception that refers to much more than the physical means of production. The mode of production is a mode of life realising human species nature. There is thus a need to go further than the economic aspect to address all dimensions of human existence, production as a broad category.

In Mumford’s hands, production is a biocosmic perspective grounded in imagination. Mumford is keenly concerned with the extra-rational activity of human beings, encompassing capacities for dream, ritual, myth making. Mumford implies that the critical capacities of human beings are much less well developed than the pre-critical categories. Human beings instinctively create myths and stray from myth making only at their peril.

Mumford targets the central category of modern thought, the view that human beings are autonomous, rational subjects capable of constituting the rational society. This fundamental myth of the modern project is an anti-myth, proceeding inexorably to the incarnation of self-alienation in the myth of the megamachine.

Mumford distinguished himself from Marx on this point. Marx’s philosophy ‘rested on the conception of the continued expansion of the machine, a pushing forward of all these processes that had regimented and enslaved mankind, and yet out of this he expected not only a liberation from the existing dilemmas of society but a final cessation of the struggle.. Despite all Marx’s rich historical knowledge, his theory ends in non-history: the proletariat, once it has thrown off its shackles, lives happily ever afterward.. Historic observation shows that there are many modes of change, other than dialectic opposition: maturation, mimesis, mutual aid are all as effective as the struggle between opposing classes’ (CM 1944:337 332; PP 1970:353).

Marx’s philosophy of praxis revealed the world to be a human creation, the product of creative human agency. What Mumford objected to was the suggestion which Marx actually ruled out himself (Marx EPM 1975) – that communism was the end of history. Marx certainly envisaged the end of conflict rooted in asymmetrical, exploitative relations of class and coercion. But this is not the end of conflict and competing platforms as such. Indeed, Marx’s view implies the provision of extensive public spaces to debate alternative platforms (McLennan 1989).

What Mumford was most concerned to guard against was the entanglement of a narrow reading of Marx’s idea of self-production with the myth of the megamachine. Notions of the inevitability of communism as a conflict-free society lead inexorably to the very abstracted power complex that is to be deconstructed.

Mumford takes issue with Weber’s rationalisation thesis, paying particular attention to its inbuilt assumptions of inevitable development. Weber characterises the process of rationalisation as progressive but problematic. Weber is as aware as anyone that rational modernity extinguishes crucial aspects of the human ontology. Mumford turns Weber’s rationalisation thesis on its head, showing how the same process issues in a de-rationalisation. Mumford set the question of the spirit of modernity within the broad concept of the megamachine whose roots are much older than Weber recognises.

In  Technics and Civilisation  and The Culture of Cities, Mumford located the roots of modern life in the destabilising forces undermining late medieval civilisation. Mumford recognised the positive achievements of modern development but was much more concerned with the destructive potentials of modernity evinced by the centralising, abstracting, bureaucratising machine-like character of modern capitalist economies, power states, overscale cities. The Myth of the Machine brought Mumford’s critique of the megamachine to its fullest development. The megamachine is located not merely in modern western civilisation but in the emergence of civilisation as such.

From this perspective, rational modernity stands revealed as the reconstruction of the ancient megamachine. Mumford traces the origins back to the first ever civilisations of Mesopotamia, Egypt, India and China. These civilisations created social forms characterised by the centralisation of power, large scale military and bureaucratic organisation within cities ruled by kings who are considered divine or rulers who, as in Egypt, are given an aura of divine power. The evolution from village to city civilisation is characterised by the emergence of power oriented, mechanically regimented institutions. In Egypt and Mesopotamia, earthly deities are supplanted by celestial deities personified by the king. The regimentation of the masses proceeds under the authority of an elite who live well by appropriating the fruits of the labour of the masses. This is the first megamachine, consisting almost entirely of human parts.

Mumford explains his use of the term megamachine. If a machine is defined ‘as a combination of resistant parts, each specialised in function, operating under human control, to utilize energy and to perform work, then the great labor machine was in every aspect a genuine machine; all the more because its components, though made of human bone, nerve and muscle, were reduced to their bare mechanical elements and rigidly standardised for the performance of their limited tasks. The taskmaster’s lash ensured conformity. Such machines had already been assembled, if not invented, by kings in the early part of the Pyramid Age from the end of the fourth Millennium on’.

From this direction, structuralism, post-structuralism, the linguistic and communicative turns in modern thought are implicated in the project of the reified power system. Conceptualising the body, they make human beings available for regimentation under the megamachine. Far from reinstating the body, modern thought may be the final part of the project for the complete subordination of human beings. The disembodied abstracted power system has only an echo of real human beings, ghosts of the real beings who have long since been transformed into automatons. This represents the final subsumption of autonomous life under the alien power of modernity. Marx had thought that this alien power, as originating in human labour, could be reclaimed by human agents and reorganised as social power. In Mumford’s terms, this emancipatory project of practical appropriation did not go far enough.

The outer world could not be corrected until the inner world was placed on a proper footing. In this respect, Mumford’s organic, bio-semiotic body emerges in all its true significance, a creative synthesis of ritual action, symbolic communication and biology.





Mumford offers a unique perspective upon the renewed focus upon the body in recent social theory, going against the conceptualised body based upon the text to reinstate the organic, biological body. Mumford’s thought runs contrary to the academicisation of the body, the way that academics theorise the body and make it available to the megamachine.

Mumford’s thought is premised upon an affirmative materialism which is centred upon the body. The reified power system with its cult of anti-life is to be challenged by a vision of a humane social life which cultivates human autonomy.

Life is consistently the central theme of Mumford’s work. Mumford had published four large books between 1934 and 1951 as parts of a series entitled ‘the renewal of life’, covering technics the city, western civilisation and human conduct. Mumford continued to develop this concept in his later works. His end was to identify the conditions appropriate to the bio-symbolic nature of human beings. That bio-symbolic nature could only be realised in a bio-symbolic social order.

Mumford’s approach attacks the central dualism of modern thought and modern society. In modern theory the separation of reason and nature is conceived to be a positive achievement whereas, in premising emancipation on the de-naturing of human beings, it represents a self-alienation which dehumanises the environment. The megamachine is the extreme form that this alienation takes. That it rests on a myth indicates that its power is revocable. But that is not how it seems. Mumford’s life affirming philosophy is an invaluable moral, cultural and intellectual resource in the attempt to expose the Myth of the Machine and overcome the alienation upon which it rests. Further, in premising theory upon biological life, Mumford offers a way of recovering the body without conceptualising it, making it a target for megamachine appropriation.

Mumford offers a means for criticising those modern processes that serve to inhibit rather than enhance essential human potentialities and which translate into life-denying structures. Mumford shows the path toward the subversion of the megamachine. The human factor in the megamachine is its Achilles heel. Whether in its reified institutional or conceptual manifestations, the modern megamachine suffers from a tendency to mistake the human parts as exhaustive of the whole human being, thus making the fatal error of believing that deracinated intelligence or physical coercion alone are sufficient to regulate social life. These express human power in its alien-rational form. A more moral-material component of human being offers an alternative mode of social regulation.

Throughout his work in a wide variety of fields, Mumford identified the salient features of the reified power system that is the megamachine in cities, architecture, technics, culture, human personality throughout the very fabric of modern life itself. The environment in which human beings live is a power-infused infrastructure which bears the imprint of the megamachine everywhere. The tentacles of alien reason have stretched everywhere and encompass all in their daily routine and beyond.

In the modern rationalised world, the human body has been commodified, standardised and quantified, separated from its organic ontological and anthropological potentialities and made to conform to reified power imperatives. The progress that the modern age has achieved is premised upon the denaturing of human beings and hurtles towards the greatest denaturing of all – ecological holocaust. This is a process which is already in an advanced state. Recovering a conception of human nature is actually crucial to the attempt to halt ecological destruction. Essentialism has emerged as a target in postmodern and postmarxist thought, denying essential natures and inherent lines of development, denying organicist concepts. Nothing is essentially anything anymore. There is no ‘truth’ in politics, nothing that is necessary on ontological or anthropological premises. Human beings can be anything that their elite rulers require them to be. The view that human beings are essentially something or are something essentially establishes clear ontological dimensions with respect to what constitutes a humane social life and what does not. Stripped of this essentialism, human beings become clay in the hands of the megamachine, moulded this way and that by elite rulers who are busy preparing the next phase of human self-sacrifice and megamechanical murder and destruction.

There is an alternative, one grounded in human nature. Mumford identifies a community of life as embodying the organic social relations upon which fully rounded human being rests. This alternative order is based upon patterns and organs of humane living which penetrate to the most profound levels, depths far beyond the reach of modern rationalism. It is these levels which have been devalued and even suppressed through processes of modern rationalisation which Mumford is concerned to recover and revalue in order to bring the organic, biocosmic tissue of semiotics to bear upon social organisation within the living community. In comparison, even the greatest thinkers of the modern age are limited. Habermas and his communicative community springs to mind as an impressive attempt to found the connection of reason and freedom on a communicative basis. In replacing the autonomous rational subject with an intersubjective ethic, Habermas has taken a large step in the right direction. Nevertheless, Habermas’ communication community is overly rational, populated by subjects talking to each other but failing to go on to become actors acting in relation to each other.

The crucial question of the (post)modern age is how to re-unite reason and nature in a postmodern rather than in a pre-modern form. Upon the resolution of this question rests the possibility of re-connecting reason and freedom, recovering the emancipatory, ethical, anthropological component of reason so as to ensure that technological progress is also human progress rather than human regress. The organic, biocosmic, life-affirming philosophy of Lewis Mumford establishes the moral and intellectual foundations for addressing and answering this question.

Mumford has bequeathed a substantial body of original work which reinstates human being in its wholeness against its partiality in the service of the modern megamachine. Mumford challenges the premises of this megamachine, exposing its myth, making it vulnerable to challenge, subversion and overthrow. Mumford has made the seemingly omnipotent irresistible modern megamachine a target for criticism, challenge and intervention on the part of human beings anxious to reclaim their humanity. As such, Mumford has outlined the contours of a humane social order and has shown the path leading to its realisation.

11 THE PENTAGON OF POWER

The Pentagon of Power (1970) is volume two of The Myth of the Machine, picking up the story on the modern megamachine from where it had been left in volume one. Mumford is relentless in his criticism of the unreason of the technological state and science. So conclusive is the evidence that Mumford marshals against the scientific perversion of modern rationality that it is possible to lose sight of Mumford’s big emancipatory claim – that human nature is ontologically biased towards autonomy and biased against submission to technology in whatever form. Mumford’s argument concerning the megamachine is striking, going to the heart of the modern malaise. But Mumford’s underlying argument is the more important, holding out the eternal promise of human emancipation from technological domination.

The Pentagon of Power continues Mumford’s assault upon the misuse of science and technology, with a heavy dose of cultural pessimism. Mumford is as critical of the young 1960’s radicals in their rejection of science and technology as he is of the power complex for its misuse of science and technology. The ‘radical’ rejection of the power complex is accompanied by their mass consumption of its products – its music, fast cars, television culture. Despite their slogans, they were tied to the megamachine (PP 1970:367).

Mumford consistently criticised those who repudiated science, technics and civilization, condemning such positions as a "nihilist reaction." Mumford was careful to negotiate a path between the twin reefs of overdevelopment and underdevelopment. For Mumford, the destructive aspects of a civilisation that had lost its sense of proportion and scale invited an equally destructive reaction. 





Mumford notes the many regressive reactions that have been taking place with increasing frequency, and in many different guises, all over the modern world. These reactions have not as yet been sufficient ‘to convey any message to the bland prophets of megatechnics, still less to disturb them.’ Mumford condemns ‘the savage nihilists of our own day’ who are engaging in ‘an insensate attack against life itself, and all those organized creations of the mind, old and new, that preserve and explore, encourage and enhance man's creative potentialities.’ (Mumford 1971 358/9). Far from being liberatory, the counter-cultural reaction exhibits myriad symptoms of regression. ‘As yet the technocratic elite cannot conceive that their own system is not a final one, or that an attack from the rear (the so-called avant-garde) on the entire human tradition is now taking place. Though they believe that change is a law of existence, they curiously believe that the power system itself is exempt from this process.’ (Mumford 1971 358/9). 

Machine culture and counter-culture are merely two sides of the same anti-life coin. Neither side offer the human species a future.

What is more, the whole apparatus of life has become so complex and the processes of production, distribution, and consumption have become so specialized and subdivided, that the individual person loses confidence in his own unaided capacities: he is increasingly subject to commands he does not understand, at the mercy of forces over which he exercises no effective control, moving to a destination he has not chosen. Unlike the taboo-ridden savage, who is often childishly over-confident in the powers of his shaman or magician to control formidable natural forces, however inimical, the machine-conditioned individual feels lost and helpless as day by day he metaphorically punches his time-card, takes his place on the assembly line, and at the end draws a pay check that proves worthless for obtaining any of the genuine goods of life. 




In surrendering unconditionally to the power system, with its 'automation of automation,' modern man has forfeited some of the inner resources necessary to keep him alive: above all, animal faith in his own capacity to survive and to reproduce his kind, biologically, historically, and culturally. In the act of dismissing the past he has undermined his faith in the future; for it is only by their convergence in his present consciousness that he can preserve continuity through change and embrace change without forfeiting continuity. This and nothing less is the 'way of life.'
The psychiatrist Viktor Frankl, who survived the penultimate horror of a Nazi concentration camp, in accounting for the existential vacuum of our time, points out that if no instinct tells man what he has to do, "and no tradition tells him what he ought to do, soon he will not know what he wants to do." Empty affluence, empty idleness, empty excitement, empty sexuality are not the occasional vices or misfortunes of our machine-oriented society but its boasted final products. Once life is reduced to this state of helpless inertness, what good reason can be offered for keeping alive? At such a pass suicide could be pardoned, if not commended, as a last desperate assertion of autonomy.




Mumford was careful to target a suicidal, ecocidal megamachine civilisation and not civilisation in itself. Mumford’s myth of the machine warns of over-estimating the power of the megamachine. Mumford, however, argues that ‘there is another error, the reverse of magnifying the role of power, that it would be equally fatal to make: one that now treacherously tempts the younger generation: the notion that in order to avoid the predictable calamities that the power complex is bringing about, one must destroy the whole fabric of historic civilization and begin all over again on an entirely fresh foundation.’





Mumford was seeking to save civilisation and renew civilisation against the depredations of the megamachine. This entailed using science and technology in a centred, balanced way within a civilisation worthy of the name. Mumford thus objected to the tendency of the younger generation to revolt against culture and technology as such, rather than use technology creatively to create a new civilisation. 





Mumford was therefore well aware of the ambiguities within civilization, rejecting a crude either/or approach for a more dialectical appreciation of immanent potentialities, accentuating the moral and social conditions of their realisation. Mumford did not transfer the responsibility for realising these potentialities to machines, repudiating technological determinism. Mumford opposed the human species as an open system of myriad possibilities beyond the given world to the closed systems of a machine culture. Citing John Stuart Mill and Wiener, Mumford affirms that ‘the sum total of human potentialities in any community is infinitely richer than the limited number that can be installed in a closed system — and all automatic systems are closed and limited…. By reason of its very nature no computer can be as wealthy in life-experience and tested information as a great city.’ (Mumford 1971 190/1). 
Whilst a computer can perform logical operations intelligently, and even, when programmed, engage in 'creation,' under no circumstances can a computer dream of a mode of organization other than its own. 

Man, on the contrary, is constitutionally an open system, reacting to another open system, that of nature. Only an infinitesimal part of either system can be interpreted by man, or come under his control, and only an even minuter portion accordingly falls within the province of the computer. At any moment new and unexpected factors of subjective origin may upset or falsify the computer's most confident predictions—which latter has happened more than once in election forecasts. Such order as man has achieved through his laws and customs, his ideologies and moral codes, has proved precious—however infirm—precisely because it helps to keep both organic systems open without permitting man's capability for integration to be totally destroyed by exorbitant quantifications or irrelevant novelties. 

Mumford is therefore at pains to point out the transcendental character of human subjectivity, the capacity of human beings to go beyond the given and create a new world. The unpredictable character of human action contrasts with the predictability of technology. As against the determinism of the machine order’s closed system, Mumford affirms the radical indeterminacy of the future as a result of the ‘open’, expansive character of human subjectivity.





Mumford is clear with respect to the potentialities offered by technology. 

The negative institutions . . . would never have endured so long but for the fact that their positive goods, even though they were arrogated to the use of the dominant minority, were ultimately at the service of the whole community, and tended to produce a universal society of far higher potentialities, by reason of its size and diversity. 

Mumford comments that if this observation held true at the time of the Bronze Age, it is even more true today, ‘now that this remarkable technology has spread over the whole planet.’ Mumford’s point is that ‘the only way effectively to overcome the power system is to transfer its more helpful agents to an organic complex. And it is in and through the human person that the invitation to plenitude begins and ends.’ (Mumford 1971 404/7). 

Mumford’s arguments for the future ecological society are premised upon the wise and rational use of neotechnics, not their repudiation. In The Pentagon of Power, where Mumford is most critical of science and technics in their relation to the megamachine, Mumford affirms the liberatory potential of technology as against its misuse by the megamachine and the reaction against technology that this misuse provokes. 





Arguing that ‘the decrepit institutional complex’ can be traced back ‘at least to the Pyramid age,’ Mumford argues that modern technology does is not to replace this complex but ‘to rehabilitate it, perfect it, and give it a global distribution.’ Mumford nevertheless insists that "the potential benefits of this system, under more humane direction" are "still immense." The challenge confronting the human race is to liberate this potential.





Mumford argues that technology is a double-edged force for good and bad, with a potential for both creation and destruction. Even the most salutary achievements in technics are closely tied to coeval negative manifestations. The evidence for the destructive misuse and misapplication of technology takes many forms. 





Mumford’s concern is that this technological capacity is to be liberated from the power system at the heart of the megamachine and reorganised democratically within a new organic complex.

For Mumford, The Pentagon of Power was not an attack upon science and technology as such ‘but an attack upon the Power Complex’s threat to undermine all human values and purposes, including those of science itself’ (Mumford New York Times Dec 5 1970, LMC).

The Pentagon of Power is a call for science to be more informed by morality. Mumford proceeds from the divorce of science from morality. Mumford starts his tale with the return of the ancient sky gods through the work of the astronomers. These found a machine-like order and regularity in the heavens, in the regular revolution of the planets around the sun. And this became the new earthly ideal, the foundation of political absolutism and industrial discipline as with the first megamachine. Mechanistic thought dominated as the approach of modern scientists fed into human affairs (PP 1970:4/34 51).

‘The period that opened at the end of the fifteenth century has been called The Age of Exploration; and that characterization covers many of the events that followed. But the most significant part of this new exploration took place in the mind’. (Mumford PP 1970: 4). We are still living within this cultural New World of mechanical order. 

Between the fifteenth and the nineteenth centuries, the New World opened by terrestrial explorers, adventurers, soldiers, and administrators joined forces with the scientific and technical new world that the scientists, the inventors, and the engineers explored and cultivated: they were part and parcel of the same movement. One mode of exploration was concerned with abstract symbols, rational systems, universal laws, repeatable and predictable events, objective mathematical measurements: it sought to understand, utilize, and control the forces that derive ultimately from the cosmos and the solar system. The other mode dwelt on the concrete and the organic, the adventurous, the tangible: to sail uncharted oceans, to conquer new lands, to subdue and overawe strange peoples, to discover new foods and medicines, perhaps to find the fountain of youth, or if not, to seize by shameless force of arms the wealth of the Indies. In both modes of exploration, there was from the beginning a touch of defiant pride and demonic frenzy. 

Mumford PP 1970: 5

Mumford sees here the origins of a new Sun worship, one focused upon mechanistic science and the promise of infinite material progress through the rational mastery of Nature.

From the outset in the sixteenth century the leaders of European society fervently believed that a great cyclical change in the life of man was about to take place. Poliziano, the imaginative Florentine humanist, promptly declared that the discovery of the New World by Columbus would bring about a beneficent change in human existence: while only a century later the Calabrian monk Campanella, excited by Bacon and Galileo, hopefully hailed with equal fervor the new world of astronomy, physics and technology, embracing in fantasy the still nameless mechanical and electronic inventions that were bound, he felt sure, to transform human society. After outlining the main features of his ideal commonwealth, "The City of the Sun,' Campanella observed that according to contemporary astrologers the coming age would have more history within a hundred years "than all the world had had in the four thousand years before."
Granted a little charitable latitude, that prophecy proved remarkably correct: the wildest imaginary inventions fell far short of the actual achievements that in a few centuries came to pass. From the beginning this subjective faith in a New World that would transcend all past human achievements took hold of the most sober minds: it had the same effect upon Western man as the flinging back of the shutters and the opening of windows in an ancient house that had been sealed up for many winters and had fallen into disrepair…  the more daring were ready to abandon the old mansion altogether in order to start life afresh—at least spiritually—in the wilderness or even on the moon. 

Mumford PP 1970: 5/6

Heliocentrism was accepted slowly: indeed it had little effect upon the learned world for a century after Copernicus: even today the common-sense view, that the sun moves around the earth, suffices for most men. But the telescope and the microscope made a profound difference; for the infinite and the infinitesimal, the macrocosm and the microcosm, ceased to be merely speculative concepts: they revealed, at least potentially, the ideal limits of significant visual experience.
These two artifacts of glass technics wrought a far more radical transformation of human life than did the steam engine. What had once been purely religious concepts attached to an after-life — infinity, eternity, immortality—were now related to actual time and space. With that, the once enclosed, self-contained and self-centered world of Christian theology was no longer credible. But religion itself was not excluded: for a new religion had in fact secretly come into existence: so secretly that its most devout worshippers still do not recognize that it is in fact a religion. 

Mumford PP 1970: 26/7

There was a need for an ethical doctrine of science which permitted science to acknowledge its own subjectivity. Mumford is concerned with the impact of technology upon culture and society, upon the human ontology. He brings out the interaction between technological development and social morality and culture, arguing that the latter are often the cause rather than the consequence of the former. This perspective, showing the creative role of the products of the mind, is crucial in identifying an alternative to modern mechanisation, bureaucratisation.

Whilst Mumford was a critic of technology for its anti-human consequences, he did not condemn technology as such as anti-human. Technology is not an external object imposed upon human beings but is a human product which human beings but is a human product which human beings can repossess and reorient. As Mumford argues in The Pentagon of Power, human beings have changed human beings. Further, the main purpose of humankind is not to master technology or nature. The primary obligation of humankind is to improve itself. Human beings always have options. They can always choose not to obey the dictates of the power system.

Mumford had called for technology to be transcended in order to create a healthier, more harmonious biological and social environment. ‘The cycle of the machine is now coming to an end .. we can no more continue to live in the world of the machine than we could live successfully on the barren surface of the moon’ (CC 1938 reprinted 1970:492).

At the level of technics, human beings could probably live on the external landscape of the moon, but they would die in the inner landscape. The space programme to Mumford is the ultimate megamachine detachment from the historical and biophysical reality of the common world.





The ambition is vacuous, reflecting a technology lacking in purpose. Not fulfilment, which implies limits, but self-validating conquest, is the hallmark of such aimless technological expansion. Such endless, unlimited expansion is a nihilism, an empty progress with no end other than its own pointless continuation.
In 1788, the poet and visionary William Blake had written "More! more! is the cry of a mistaken soul, less than all cannot satisfy man." In 1793 he wrote "I want, I want" beneath a figure he drew with its foot upon the first rung of a ladder that reached all the way up to the moon.


William Blake “I Want! I Want!”
 There is a children’s story concerning the adventures of Lippity Rabbit and Hoppity Frog who see the reflection of the moon in a puddle, scooping up the water thinking it gives possession of the moon. But the moon isn’t for private possession, it’s a common gift to be shared by all. Modern technological civilisation fails to recognise a lesson that all children understand. More and more of want and want never gets what is needed for true fulfilment. The poor man is the one who always craves more, the rich man is the one who knows when he has enough. 

“I Want! I Want!" represents the adolescent’s craving for love – physical love – starting the impossible climb to the moon, only to fall into the Sea of Time and Space. The picture includes two other characters. The youngster is not alone as he begins to climb the ladder to but is watched by an audience of two. This pair seem to be scared by the adolescent’s want and cling to each other in the relative safety of the ground. They are frightened by his courage and are content to remain earthbound. It is the age old struggle between immanence and transcendence. 
Blake captures the paradox of this struggle perfectly. His little man is not being greedy in any simple sense. Rather, Blake shows how human beings are defined by the idea of want but also how the pursuit of this idea can lead us to transcend our temporal and spatial boundaries. It is only in seeking the fulfilment of our wants, that human beings encounter all of life. Human beings want sustenance, connection, love, knowledge. In “I Want! I Want!” Blake captures the most human and most dangerous of our urges. We want more than planetary boundaries can ever contain. In coming to know and accept these limits we find true fulfilment. By ‘want’ Blake does not mean desire in any simple sense, the sense satisfied by possession. It is the urge for fulfilment that drives Blake’s wanting individual. He wants to climb to the stars because he is in need of them as part of his own being. Like the rest of us, Blake’s little man stands at the base of his impossibly tall ladder, looking up hopefully but also pathetically at the scale of his impossible task. But at least he makes the effort to climb. It is this pursuit and attainment of knowledge and experience that defines the human condition. It is in the acceptance of limits that true fulfilment is found. Want both spurs us on but ultimately disillusions us. And then we realise our true place in the world. In this little picture, Blake encapsulates the nature of our humanity. The same cannot be said for those who, so in thrall to the power of technology and knowledge, refuse to accept limitations and refuse to acknowledge failure, and press on in denial of time and space in the project of capturing the moon. The moon belongs to no-one, only thus can it be shared by all. The ‘I’ is always a ‘We’.
Blake’s “I Want!” is the beginning of wisdom, the lifelong search for real things, reality rather than illusion. It is only in having the courage to climb the ladder that we learn to tell the difference. We want things and people we care about, we want things to know and people to relate to. It seems an essential part of the human condition to want in the apparently foolhardy way of Blake’s little man in order to achieve any kind of understanding of ourselves in relation to the bigger world. To want with passion and learn through experience is what makes a fulfilled human being. It is by wanting and striving that we come to learn. In a picture measuring two by two-and-a-half inches William Blake encapsulated the whole of the human endeavour. To be truly human is to be both inspired and humble, to set one’s sights on the moon but ultimately to accept one’s place within the universe – simple, small, yet still significant, when in connection to all things. At this point, “I Want! I Want!” rejects the enslaving illusions of “More! More!” and the human being becomes at peace with the wider world.

This is to achieve a true sense of the meaning and the relation between immanence and transcendence. True fulfilment is based on limits. 
Hannah Arendt defines the human world as a "common world," in contradistinction to the "private realm" that belongs to each individual in a personal sense. In The Human Condition, Arendt writes that the private realm is composed of "the passions of the heart, the thoughts of the mind, the delights of the senses," ending with the death of each person, the most solitary of all human experiences. The ‘common world’, in contrast, is a human made world comprising all the institutions, all cities, nations, all the works of industry, art, thought, and science. This common world survives the death of every individual. The common world encompasses past, present and future generations, and therefore endures. As Arendt writes: 

The common world is what we enter when we are born and what we leave behind when we die. It transcends our life-span into past and future alike; it was there before we came and will outlast our brief sojourn in it. It is what we have in common not only with those who live with us, but also with those who were here before and with those who will come after us.

Arendt comments further: ‘Without this transcendence into a potential earthly immortality, no politics, strictly speaking, no common world, and no public realm is possible.’ The common world therefore denotes the creative use that human beings, uniquely among the earth's various species, have made of biophysical resources. This means that whilst each individual is mortal, the human species is biologically immortal within the confines of its self-made common world. If humankind had not constructed a common world, the human species would still survive its individual members and thus be immortal. However, this immortality could not be known to us and would therefore count for nothing. The human species would be as unconscious as other non-human animals, and successive generations would come and go, each unaware another generation’s having existed. Changes would not be given permanent form, handed through the generations, but would be lost with the passing of each generation. There would be no fear but also no hope, no conscious sense capable of transcending the boundaries of animal existence. The only reason why the human race can fear its destruction as a species is because it has created a common world of shared meanings and symbols, accumulated knowledge and experience. It could be that human beings, described as only animals who possess the knowledge of the inevitability of death, possess this knowledge only on account of living in a common world, encouraging the imagination to envisage a future beyond death. This common world survives individual death and depends on the survival of the species. This, however, is put in jeopardy by the death instinct which pervades modern civilisation. Means of production have been converted into means of destruction, the planet is beset with endless wars, and nuclear, chemical and biological weapons are supported by intensive research efforts and massive budgets. In addition, the environmental crisis grows, with little sign that the world’s political institutions are capable of acting in time to stave of eco-catastrophe. What historian E.P. Thompson called ‘exterminism’ with reference to nuclear weapons is accompanied by a mass extinction of a scale last seen 65 million years ago. Vast complementary trends hardwired into modern civilisation are systematically undoing everything that human beings have been, are and could ever become, as recorded in the common world. Exterminism and extinction point to death that is more than individual, imperilling the common world shared by all and upon which the species depends to communicate its experience. 
Of the two, extinction is more terrible than death, the more radical nothingness, since with extinction death ceases along with birth and life. Death in itself is only death, but extinction is the death of death itself. For Arendt, the world is made a common one by "publicity." This publicity ensures that "everything that appears in public can be seen and heard by everybody." 

A common world can survive the coming and going of the generations only to the extent that it appears in public. It is the publicity of the public realm which can absorb and make shine through the centuries whatever men may want to save from the natural ruin of time. 

However, it is not only human works brought to light by this publicity, but also the natural foundations of life, making it possible for human beings to perceive their origins. Publicity therefore allows human beings not only to endow the things of their own making with a degree of immortality but to perceive the preexisting, biological immortality of the human species, indeed, of all life on the planet, thus fostering the appreciation of the natural preconditions for any earthly immortality whatsoever. The principal medium of publicity in the common world is language, and behind language is reason, psyche, will, spirit, each of which language is expressive. Through these qualities, human beings have the capacity to enter the lives of others, becoming aware of belonging to a community of others as members of a species. The creation of a common world is a uniquely human achievement. To be a member of this common world is to speak and listen to one another in exchanging experiences, to read and write and thus give these experiences a permanent record, to know about the past and look ahead to the future, to receive the achievements of past generations, add to them in the present, and pass them on to future generations. This is what it means to be human, participating in ongoing human enterprises that survive any individual life. By threatening this common world, the environmental crisis – pertaining to the whole built environmental and its natural support systems – threatens our essential humanity. This is why the environmental crisis is an existential crisis, forcing us to examine the purposes by which we live, or die, and supply new purposes. The common world is intrinsic to our existence and is not something that can be detached from the deepest questions of living and being. Descartes's "I am thinking, therefore I am" can be inverted to read ‘I am being, therefore I am’. This is to answer Shakespeare’s question ‘to be or not to be?’ positively, choosing life with the Deuteronomist, as against death. 

Lewis Mumford’s refutation of Descartes is based on a recognition of our indebtedness not just to the common world but to the common historical and biophysical inheritance upon which the common world depends and which it has brought to light. 

Descartes forgot that before he uttered these words 'I think' ... he needed the cooperation of countless fellow-beings, extending back to his own knowledge as far as the thousands of years that Biblical history recorded. Beyond that, we know now he needed the aid of an even remoter past that mankind too long remained ignorant of: the millions of years required to transform his dumb animal ancestors into conscious human beings. 

Mumford PP 1971. 

Mumford’s historical perspective highlights the centrality of the common world in recording, handing on and building upon human experience.

"I think, therefore I am" had meaning only because of this immense mass of buried history. Without that past, his momentary experience of thought would have been undescribable; indeed, inexpressible. Perhaps the greatest defect of all world pictures up to now is that the transformation of history, except in the cloudy form of myth, has played so little part in their conception of reality. In Jewish tradition almost alone is history regarded us a necessary and meaningful revelation of universal forces, or as theology would put it, God's will. 

Mumford PP 1971 81/2

Far from being a fresh start, Descartes had in fact swept away nothing. Mumford emphasises the importance of ‘collectively stored and individually remembered experience’, without which Descartes' lips and tongue and vocal cords could not have framed his triumphant sentence ‘I think, therefore I am’. Here, Descartes had merely restated Pascal’s "Man is only a reed, but a thinking reed," identifying thinking as the distinguishing feature of the human species. Mumford questions this axiom of philosophical thought, ‘since sexual reproduction is more essential to thought, biologically speaking, than thought is to reproduction; for life not merely encompasses but transcends thought.’ (Mumford 1971: 82/3). To Mumford, the biophysical environment and the historical environment proceed hand in hand.

At the time, Gassendi had identified the weakness of Descartes’ position. "You will say," he wrote Descartes, "I am mind alone. . . . But let us talk in earnest, and tell me frankly, do you not derive from the very sound you utter in so saying from the society in which you have lived? And, since the sounds you utter are derived from intercourse with other men, are not the meanings of sounds derived from the same source?" This is Mumford’s view. But Mumford’s concerns are much greater than pointing to the existence of the common world. Mumford identified beneath Descartes’ equation of thought with existence another idea deriving from the social style of the Baroque.





Mumford notes that to many contemporary scientists, ‘this is not only an unchallengeable axiom but a moral imperative.’ Mumford identifies the seeds of the totalitarian megamachine as lying in this development. Scientific determinism and political absolutism are part of the same regularisation and regimentation of life.





Mumford thus condemns the Cartesian view – the paradigmatic view of modern mechanisation of men, mind and matter – for its dissociation from the common world as both historical and biophysical reality.





For Mumford, Descartes necessarily lacked the perspective to see that his own interpretation of life as a purely mechanical phenomenon, as compared to the strictly regulated motions of an automaton, was not as transparently rational as it seemed, either to him or to those who followed in his footsteps. Mumford also drew attention to the implications of Descartes’ ‘mechanical absolutism’.

For the sake of clarity and predictable order, Descartes was ready to set aside the most characteristic function of all organisms: the capacity to enregister and hoard experience and continuously to reinterpret present activities in relation to both remembered and prospective or imagined events: above all to act for themselves without outside instruction or control in pursuance of their individual purposes or those of their species or group. For the same reason Descartes was oblivious to all those complex symbiotic interactions that demand empathy, mutual aid, and sensitive accommodations, for which Aristotle at least could have given him homely illustrations. 

The common world is constituted by complex symbiotic interactions which require empathy, mutual aid and sensitive accommodation. These are the key values for Mumford, and it is these which are denied by mechanical and political absolutism.
 




Mumford proceeded to draw the logical conclusion.





Human beings are so impressed by their ascent from the primal swamp as to forgot their continuing and inescapable dependence upon the natural world of our origins, and now, out of ignorance and hubris, threaten to plunge themselves into oblivion. The environmental crisis is a crisis of life in the common world in the deepest, existential, ecological sense. It is only because there is a common world in which knowledge of the bio-physical world accumulates with each successive generation that there can be a threat to the common world and to its natural foundations. It is only because there is a common world that we can have knowledge of past generations and of the planetary ecology of which human life is a part. It is only because there is a common world that we can know about and identify the threat to the planetary ecology. In fine, it is only because there is a common world that we can hope, by acting to resolve environmental problems, to save ourselves from extinction.

In his review of Utopian thinking, Lewis Mumford commented: 





The interest in technical invention and power that spread among scholars during the sixteenth century was part of a deliberate attempt to expand human capacity with respect to nature. With the scientific turn, however, the means to the enlargement of human capacities came to take precedence over the goal of a richer life: the means were enlarged to the status of ends, and the broader movement came to be institutionalized as a professionalized science. 

The scientists' aloofness from the social scene, though an excellent temporary protective device, also prevented the body of scientists from concerning themselves about the political or economic uses to which their seemingly disinterested pursuit of knowledge might be put. Under the new ethic that developed, science's only form of social responsibility was to science itself: to observe its canons of proof, to preserve its integrity and autonomy, and to constantly expand its domain. Three centuries would pass before a society to "promote social responsibility in science" was even conceived; and though growing numbers of scientists today have become aware of their moral obligations, awakened from their somnolence or self-absorption by the first nuclear blast, it is doubtful if a majority as yet subscribes to this conception. As for the possibility that science, by excluding politics and religion, was excluding from consideration a vast field of human experience significant for interpreting events that cannot be reduced to mass and motion, it is only today that even a minority of scientists is willing to consider this as a defect. So a large residue was left unaccounted for by orthodox scientific theory — indeed, most of the phenomena of life, human consciousness, social activity. 

Mumford PP 1971: 115

As knowledge production became institutionalised in the service of existing power relations, human ingenuity came to be deflected into narrower trajectories in support of the megamachine.

In  Technics and Civilisation , Mumford envisaged new technology leading to an organic, life-enhancing order. ‘One may already say pretty confidently that the refinement, the diminution, and the partial elimination of the machine is a characteristic of the emerging neotechnic economy’ (TC 1934:258).

Mumford acknowledges the influence of science upon the ability to express the subjective dimension within mechanical systems, architectural structures and aesthetic symbols. The problem is that the imbalance between the subjective (organic and emotive) and the objective (science) promises to reduce human beings to the status of passive, machine conditioned beings. The mechanical and, finally, the electronic in the shape of the computer, threatens to displace the organic world (Mumford PP 1970:393 420 430).





Mumford sees the solution in lying in reconciling science and religion through achieving an interplay and union between the subjective and objective aspects of existence. 

The present analysis of technics and human development rests on belief in the imperative need for reconciling and fusing together the subjective and the objective aspects of human experience, by a methodology that will ultimately embrace both. This can come about, not by dismissing either religion or science, but first by detaching them from the obsolete ideological matrix that has distorted their respective developments and limited their field of interaction. Man's marvellous achievements in projecting his subjective impulses into institutional forms, esthetic symbols, mechanical organizations, and architectural structures have been vastly augmented by the orderly cooperative methods that science has exemplified and universalized. But at the same time, to reduce acceptable subjectivity to the ideal level of a computer would only sever rationality and order from their own deepest sources in the organism. If we are to save technology itself from the aberrations of its present leaders and putative gods, we must, in both our thinking and our acting, come back to the human center: for it is here that all significant transformations begin and terminate. 

Mumford PP 1970: 421

Mumford stressed that the disintegration of society had proceeded so far that order, rationality and purpose were scorned (Mumford ‘Personalia’ 2 June 1968, Mumford Papers). However, Mumford determined to find hope amidst the demoralisation, disintegration and regression of society by highlighting the existence of positive forces capable of supporting personal autonomy, organic communities situated in natural regions and ecological symbiosis. These forces, however, will be submerged without a profound transformation in values, rejecting the machine culture and ideology upon which the power complex rests. Refusing to accept that destructive, authoritarian technology was irrevocably in control, Mumford continued to invest his hopes in a conversion of values leading to the era of a constructive technological culture. Only a conversion at the level of values could overcome the destruction that technology is currently wreaking on human society and the earth.

In the concluding chapters of The Pentagon of Power, Mumford entertains hopes for a transformation replacing the mechanical civilisation by an organic civilisation whilst remaining doubtful in his personal papers (Mumford ‘Personalia’ 3 Feb 1968, Mumford Papers). In his public life, Mumford sought to promote the moral conversion that was humanity’s only hope. Through his arguments he sought to nurture the moral resources to sustain benign values that would reorient technology towards creative and constructive ends. Nevertheless, Mumford accepted that his one dissenting voice had little power to change things.

An age that worships the machine and seeks only those goods that the machine provides, in ever larger amounts, at ever rising profits, actually has lost contact with reality; and in the next moment or the next generation may translate its general denial of life into one last savage gesture of nuclear extermination within the context of organic order and human purpose, our whole technology has still potentially a large part to play; but much of the riches of modern technics will remain unusable until organic functions and human purposes, rather than the mechanical process dominate.

Mumford The Case Against Modern Architecture in Miller 1986:82

The scientific worldview – the Baconian-Newtonian paradigm – sets the confines of the human consciousness within modern society. The megamachine establishes itself as a benevolent despotism on the basis of its claim to be able to ensure the efficient functioning of the artificial environment within which all exist and upon which all depend. These claims must be resisted. To overthrow the megamachine it is imperative to overthrow the psychic prison through which the megamachine confines the human consciousness. This is certainly a condition of realising democracy as an active public sphere which is constituted by an engaged citizen body. And this in turn is imperative to overcome the nihilistic, exterminist alienation inflicted by the megamachine.

Mumford acknowledges that Galileo and Kepler were attempting to bring reason to a world rent by superstition, theological conflict and religious persecution. But the problem is that their work had the unintended consequence of devaluing the human personality. Their mechanistic approach reduced the totality of human experience to that small part which made sense in mechanistic terms. Galileo’s elevation of primary over secondary qualities, verifiable reality over sensory illusion, dismissed subjectivity and devalued humanity. The mechanistic world view is premised upon an inherent depersonalisation which generates and sustains the modern megamachine and hence the perversion and irrationality of modern science (PP 1970:56/7). For Mumford, scientists were too one dimensional. ‘They have to do less scientific work and live a life in which the various parts of their existence play into each other’ (Mumford interview with Newman).

In delineating the connection of modern science with the emergence of the modern megamachine, Mumford exhibits an acute concern with the overorganisation of social life. The values and imperatives of the megamachine were extending to encompass every aspect of human life activity. From the armies of absolute rulers like Louis XIV, the Sun King, megamachine values had swallowed up productive life. With the industrial revolution, the power system gained control of the workshop. What characterised industrialisation for Mumford was not the most obvious feature, the large scale introduction of machinery, but the separation of technical knowledge from the working masses and the monopolisation of this knowledge by an elite of experts. This formed the basis of the regimentation of work and life. The development of capitalism led to a new personality type, the ‘organisation man’, the supine bureaucrat quite willing to sacrifice his soul to the system in which he served as a mere cog (PP 1970:142).

By the early twentieth century, most of the components of the megamachine already existed. Only two things were missing: a ‘symbolic figure of absolute power, incarnated in a living ruler, a corporate group, or a super-machine; and a crisis sufficiently portentous and pressing to bring about an implosion of all the necessary components’. (Mumford PP 1970: 243/4).

Mumford could have been describing the regimes of the early-mid twentieth century, except that these appear as lesser megamachines in relation to the full-blown thing. ‘The crisis arose and the implosion took place: but before that happened, older and cruder models of the megama​chine, energized by new mechanical equipment, had come into existence and opened the way for the final explosion of 'absolute' power.’ (Mumford PP 1970: 244). 
The USA and Russia had developed megamachines which replaced the human parts with the more reliable mechanical and electronic parts. They had done so as a reaction against Hitler’s crude military machine. With the invention of the atomic bomb, science and scientists earned a hallowed spot in the new power complex, allied with a military elite who ‘fortified themselves in an inner citadel [a Pentagon] .. cut off from inspection or control by the rest of the community’. In these command centres, the supine organisation man, serving power and obeying orders, becomes a threat to the survival of human life (PP 1970:243 250/3; WD 1979:15).

‘The kind of group that speeded the invention of the atom bomb was, accordingly, in some ways a model for any higher kind of organization, which, if liberated from wartime secrecy, would seek to transcend the megamachine's original limitations: the pattern, indeed, for a still unborn United Nations organization, assembled to provide the maximum interchange of knowledge or of energy, and eventually to exercise moralized control over the demoralized, premature applications of half-baked scientific knowledge.’ (Mumford PP 1970: 265). 

The penalty for producing nuclear bombs sufficient to destroy the human race was that it put these genocidal and suicidal weapons in the hands of demonstrably fallible human beings whose astounding scientific achievements blinded their contemporaries to the human limitations of the culture that had produced them.
Power of this magnitude had never been in human hands before— hardly even in fantasy. But even power on a comparatively minute scale has, all through history, notoriously produced distortions and aberrations in the human personality; and the observed results of such power in inflating pride had made Christian theology, with acute perception, treat pride as the gravest of sins. Among the rulers of the United States and Soviet Russia, inflamed by the possession of 'absolute' weapons, ideological aberrations soon hardened into 'fixed ideas.' These 'ideas' fomented pathological suspicion and relentless hostility similar to that recorded on the walls of the tomb of Seti: a text dating from the fourteenth to the twelfth centuries b.c. but, according to Pritchard, showing signs of a much older original. In this text Re, the Sun God, fancies that mankind is secretly plotting against him, and in return he plots the destruction of mankind. 
Almost from the beginning the military wielders of nuclear weapons strutted, boasted, threatened, and exterminated in the manner of Bronze Age gods; and their official soothsayers and Fortune-Tellers, re-enforced by the greatly magnified destructiveness of the hydrogen bomb, confirmed their plans and confidently announced imminent crises and 'showdowns.' Despite their provocative efforts these predictions have proved no more accurate than those of their archaic prototypes—even if they still tend by their very nature to bring on eventually the calamity for which they zealously make ready. These pathological reactions, studiously nurtured by 'research' organizations in officially patronized 'think tanks,' have magnified all the destructive potentialities of thermo-nuclear weapons, and led to gratuitous secret experiments with equally diabolical bacterial and chemical weapons, even less controllable in nature once released. 

Mumford PP 1970: 265 

Lord Acton declared that "Power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely." The atom bomb has inaugurated the age of absolute power and absolute corruption. ‘In our age this corruption has sprung alike from the nature of the nuclear weapons themselves, from the agencies that have promoted them, and from the general demoralization brought on by the archaic military megamachines, widened, indeed universalized, by the 'democratic' governments that blindly copied their methods.’ (Mumford PP 1970: 264/5). 

Though nominally the older organs of industry and government resumed their diverse activities, the militarized 'elite' fortified themselves in an inner citadel—so beautifully symbolized by the architecturally archaic Pentagon—cut off from inspection or control by the rest of the community. With the pusillanimous aid of Congress, they extended their tentacles throughout the industrial and the academic world, through fat subsidies for 'research and development,' that is, for weapons expansion, which made these once-independent institutions willing accomplices in the whole totalitarian process. 




The megamachine becomes a permanent institution by instituting a state of permanent war, continuously manufacturing enemies and emergencies. The megamachine was run by a decision-making elite wielding world destroying powers. Hence the phrase The Pentagon of Power – a megamachine resting upon the five P’s – Power (energy); Productivity for Profit; Political Control; Publicity.

As if this prospect was not bad enough, Mumford speculates that current trends make it possible to envisage the technocratic elite being replaced by a supreme ruler wholly lacking in human attributes – the central computer as the ultimate decision maker, the sun god on earth. Mumford had once considered electricity as a potential force for decentralisation, permitting industry and population to disperse throughout the land. In The Pentagon of Power, however, his attention is upon the electronic computer as a force for centralisation, encroaching upon the personal lives and autonomy of individuals. For Mumford, the computer is just another tool whose capacity is overrated. As a tool, it is inferior to the brain. Nevertheless, it is a dangerous tool. As the eye of the reborn sun god Atom-Re, the computer functions as the private eye of the megamachine elite. This elite can demand and expect complete conformity to the commands it issues since no action can escape the all-scrutinizing eye. This extinguishes autonomy and leads to the ‘dissolution of the human soul’.

For Mumford, the key question is the control of technology:

the themes I have developed are so well fortified with evidence and because, far from over-stating my case against our runaway technology, I show how much more beneficial its real improvements will be once we get control of the whole system, and use it for our purposes, instead of letting the megamachine use us for its purposes. As to the megamachine, the threat that it now offers turns out to be even more frightening thanks to the computer, than even I in my most pessimistic moments had ever suspected. Once fully installed our whole lives would be in the hands of those who control the system, much as the life of an American conscript is now in the hands of the Pentagon and the White House, and no decision from birth to death would be left to the individual.
The joke of the whole business is that this miscarriage of technology has been the ideal goal of almost all utopias.

Mumford to Osborn 31 July 1968 in Hughes 1971

Nevertheless, the impression that the megamachine is all-seeing and all-powerful is based upon a myth, the ‘myth’ of the megamachine. Mumford concludes The Pentagon of Power by pointing out that the megamachine rests on a ‘bribe’. In return for unquestioning conformity, individuals are promised participation in the pleasures and privileges of ‘megatechnic’ affluence. This is part of the promise of modernity which measures ‘progress’ in terms of economic growth and technological power. Such progress issues in human freedom and happiness. But this promise is to be exposed as a myth. The bribe must be refused if human autonomy and life, indeed if life on earth as such, is to be saved. ‘For those of us who have thrown off the Myth of the Machine, the next move is ours: for the gates of the technocratic prison will open automatically, despite their rusty, ancient hinges, as soon as we choose to walk out’.

The whirligig of time has gone round; and what James applied to science applies equally to our compulsive, depersonalized, power-driven technology. We now have sufficient historic perspective to realize that this seemingly self-automated mechanism has, like the old 'automatic' chess player, a man concealed in the works; and we know that the system is not directly derived from nature as we find it on earth or in the sky, but has features that at every point bear the stamp of the human mind, partly rational, partly cretinous, partly demonic. No outward tinkering will improve this overpowered civilization, now plainly in the final and fossilized stage of its materialization: nothing will produce an effective change but the fresh transformation that has already begun in the human mind.




The ambivalence of technology contradicts its public image, the facile identification of technology with ‘progress’ (based on the equally facile identification of ‘progress’ with the accumulation of material quantity and numbers). There's a general, unthinking, assumption that technology can achieve whatever ends we set ourselves, that technology can solve any problems that beset us. The role of technology in creating or intensifying those problems is seldom examined. The more complex the 'fix', the more appropriate is technology. This veneration of technology crosses all political boundaries. Political adversaries from left to right are unified in their support of technology. The identification of technology with ‘progress’ lies so much at the core of the modern world that the criticism of technology brings about something akin to an existential crisis. Of course, that criticism pertains not merely to technology but to its use. It is criticism that begs the question of specific relations of production and how these utilise the forces of production. This question is typically avoided by the simple division between the backward and the progressive. Those critical of existing trends in technological development are branded Luddite (betraying a complete ignorance of who the Luddites were and what their point concerning technology was – the subordination of technics to social use and the human good). This line of criticism is so persistent, surviving its constant rebuttal, that it plainly points to the religious-like hold of technology upon the modern psyche. It’s as if human beings, even the most intelligent, have stopped thinking. Thus James Lovelock, pioneer of the Gaia hypothesis, slams environmentalists as ‘extremists’ and ‘anarchists’ (Lovelock 2009), condemning their 'reactionary "back to nature" campaign' for hastening our doom ‘by dismantling and destroying all technology'. (Lovelock 1989). Well, there’s technology and technology, just as there are machines and machines. Lovelock’s sweeping terms – environmentalists would destroy all technology has all the outrage of a religious zealot and bigot hunting out blasphemy. In being critical of technology, environmentalists are doing what human beings at the best and most intelligent always do – question. The important thing is, Einstein would repeat, is that we keep questioning. To get a pertinent answer, stated Jacob Bronowski, we often need an impertinent question. It is time to subject technology to a profound questioning concerning its role in civilisation. In asking questions of technology, we are really asking questions of ourselves, asking what do we want from life. To refuse to question is to passively accept a crude 'technological determinism', transferring responsibility concerning the determination of ends to the means so that what can be done, must be done and will be done. That is an example of machines taking over, within the psyches of persons as well as in society as a whole. Decisions come to be shaped not by political processes, still less by moral choice, but by technological capacity. And there is always money to be made. Industrial lobbies ally with the new technologies and spend fortunes persuading us that it’s all for our own good and is going to happen anyway - 'we have no choice'. 

Mumford challenges the technological imperative directly:

'Western society has accepted as unquestionable the technological imperative that is quite as arbitrary as the most primitive taboo: not merely the duty to foster invention and constantly to create technological novelties, but equally the duty to surrender to these novelties unconditionally, just because they are offered, without respect to their human [or environmental] consequences' (Lewis Mumford, quoted in Jonathon Porritt, 1984)

This technological imperative is connected to what Mumford calls ‘the myth of the machine’. The idea that the machine is all powerful and that we have no choice is a myth. The notion that serving the machine pays handsome material rewards is a bribe that we can refuse.

Fortunately more and more individuals the world over are asking questions, for it is by now abundantly clear that modern science and technology have become major forces in the ideology of industrial capitalism. The argument back is that science as such is neutral, and that there is a need to made the distinction between science and the products of science. This is a valid point. But science as such is increasingly integrated within the power matrix, supporting the interests of those who wield power in society not just with new technologies but with ‘neutral’ arguments which undercut and sidestep ethical concerns and political decisions. Expert knowledge is being used to trump democratic will. As politically and morally neutral, science is incapable of coping with the complex, multi-layered problems of human civilisation. This impotence is concealed by a crude technological determinism which buttresses material interests which on no count can be defined as neutral. The 'technocratic' approach to capitalist business as usual has ensured that the ‘progress’ of civilization is measured by quantity in money and power, instrumental rationality rather than wisdom, the command of resources rather than mutual aid and co-operation. So giant, socially and environmentally inappropriate, destructive technology still commands the greater share of new investment. Environmentalists are not against all technology but favour a democratic technics that people can employ in the control over their lives as against an authoritarian technics that centralises power under elite control. That’s the point that the likes of James Lovelock deliberately miss, because it is the easiest way to avoid answering difficult questions. 

Like the sorcerers' apprentice, human beings are powerless and panic stricken as the technological broomsticks take over. The riddle of the Sphinx asked the question what creature has four legs in the morning, two in the day and three at night. The answer, of course, is man. A baby early in life, walking upright in the prime of life, supported by a crutch at the end of life. In the ancient Greek, the word for crutch was techne. The over-reliance on technology speaks of a human race in decline. In the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, Marx argued that ‘a society of too many useful things produces too many useless people.’ (Marx EW EPM 1975). The process develops a momentum of its own. The more that technology is invested with an existential significance, the more human beings become passive and dependent upon things. Human beings cease to question the world of objects. As Mumford writes in the Pentagon of Power:

Western society has accepted as unquestionable a technological imperative that is quite as arbitrary as the most primitive taboo: not merely the duty to foster invention and constantly to create technological novelties, but equally the duty to surrender to these novelties unconditionally, just because they are offered, without respect to their human consequences.

Mumford PP 1971: 185.

The environmentalists derided by Lovelock are most concerned about the human consequences of modern technology. Here, Mumford was a pioneer, deriding a science in the service of power that was incapable of thinking any further ahead than the end of the financial year. Decades later, we are confronted with the apparently inexorable proliferation of new technologies and new problems. We are entitled to ask, after so much technological development, whatever happened to the promised ‘progress’?

Mumford is not rejecting technology at all, far from it. His point is that there is no deterministic inevitability that means that technical invention leads to progress. It all depends upon how the human creators learn to manage and utilise their technical creations.





Technology expands or inhibits the range of human freedom to the extent that the human subjects assume responsibility and exercise their moral freedom as lying in the capacity to choose ends. Mumford is concerned with the problem of preserving human freedom in the face of environmental, institutional, or technological pressures, something which did not begin with the automatic machine. Mumford refers to the way that traditional societies have imposed repetitive behaviour and rigid conditions of performance by means of custom, law, taboo, religious dogma, military coercion. Such uniformities guarded against perverse random impulses and destructive acts, but may also have retarded human development. ‘In almost every age, wise minds have sought to apply selective rational criteria to fixed customs and encrusted institutions, so as to modify if not eliminate constraints that have outlived their time. (Mumford 1971 185). Mumford’s point is that the modern machine age needs a similar set of ‘inhibitions’ and ‘discriminations’ to subject the stream of inventions and discoveries to a life-enhancing moral restraint.

Mumford’s target is not technology but technological determinism and its inhuman, destructive consequences.





Mumford quotes the mathematician John von Neumann here: "Technological possibilities are irresistible to man. If man can go to the moon, he will. If he can control the climate, he will." For Mumford, von Neumann is guilty of assigning to 'man' as such attributes that apply only at thus particular moment in history. Mumford criticises that the modern world ‘has so concentrated its energies and its hopes for salvation on the machine that it has stripped itself of all the ideas, institutions, and habits that have in the past enabled other civilizations to overcome these obsessions and compulsions.’ (Mumford PP 1971: 186). Hence Mumford’s point about the inhibitions and discriminations applied in earlier communities, which restrained technological innovations—sometimes unreasonably— so that ‘they conformed to other human requirements and proved their worth’, or were rejected altogether. (Mumford 1971 187).  

Mumford paid particular attention to the social and psychological effects of the megamachine. There is a danger that Mumford’s critical purpose here could be misinterpreted. Mumford was criticising the megamachine and the mechanisation of mind and matter, people and place. That does not imply that Mumford repudiates technology as such. There are no grounds for arguing that Mumford was a ‘back to nature’ primitivist who rejected science and technology. On the contrary, Mumford was concerned most of all that a civilisation be created and sustained that is worthy of the name, that is, a civilisation that was a force for promoting humanisation in history. 
Back in the 1920s, Mumford had collaborated with Harold Stearns on Civilization in the United States (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1922). Yet in "The Collapse of Tomorrow," (Freeman, 13 July 1921, pp. 414-415) Mumford explicitly rejected Stearns’ approach as laid out in his “Intellectual Life”. Stearns favoured art over business, spontaneity over intention, and nature over technology. This implied that cultural transformation would suffice to overcome the institutional (business-oriented) structures of contemporary civilisation. Rather than oppose one side to the other, Mumford sought to integrate all these qualities in order to achieve balance within civilisation. This remained Mumford’s consistent view. Hence Mumford explicitly denounced the ‘New Age’ hippies of the 1960s as the ‘new barbarians’. Mumford’s principle concern was to embed technics within a civilisation that respected the organic norms and limits of Nature. That is why he examined neotechnics so closely with respect for their potentialities with respect to the new ecological regional society.

It is not technology as such which is being criticised but our attitude towards it and use of it. Mumford is specifically targeting the ‘irresistible impulse’ with which technology is associated, the idea that whatever can be done, must be done. The argument for a more appropriate, more convivial technology, what Mumford calls democratic technics, is based on the fact that, as resources become ever-scarcer and energy inputs become more expensive, a new technics is crucial in generating a more labour-intensive production. It is this concern to establish the proper balance between capital and labour which so animated the Luddites. Old Ned Ludd has always been an easy target for the ignorant abuse of technophiles and, sure enough, James Lovelock laments the ‘Luddite legislation’ in the way of the nuclear industry (2009: 90) In his attack on those environmentalists who would dismantle or destroy ‘all technology’, Lovelock wonders ‘whether their motivation is primarily misanthropic or Luddite, but either way they seem more concerned with destructive action than with constructive thought.’ (Lovelock 2000 117). Far from being backward looking and destructive in their case against the application of technology, the aim of the Luddites was to ensure the sensitive adaptation of technology to a way of life. This is a constructive aim. The Luddites began destroying the new looms it became clear that they were being used as a weapon to destroy the rights of skilled workers. The Luddites protest, in other words, was against the way that the workers and people in general were being excluded from having any say in the social use of technology. In making this point, the Luddites were forward looking, not backward looking at all. Lewis Mumford understood this point clearly:

But what shall we say of the counter-Luddites, the systematic craft-wreckers, of the machine: the ruthless enterprisers who, during the last two centuries, have in effect confiscated the tools, destroyed the independent workshops, and wiped out the living traditions of handicraft culture? What they have done is to debase a versatile and still viable polytechnics to a monotechnics, and at the same time they have sacrificed human autonomy and variety to a system of centralized control that becomes increasingly more automatic and compulsive. If, two centuries earlier, they had fully succeeded in extirpating the handicraft traditions of the primitive peoples, rubber would not play the part it now does in our advanced technology. Were these craft-wreckers afraid to let handiwork survive lest it join forces, against their financial interests, with the human heart?

Mumford PP 1971: 153

Contrary to Lovelock’s sweeping generalisation, environmentalists are not reactionary opponents of all technology, and argue for the place of advanced technologies of many kinds within an ecological society. Mumford argued for the potential of a neotechnics to improve the social and working environment, doing jobs that are boring, unhealthy, unpleasant and dangerous or rendering them challenging, healthy, pleasant and safe. Certainly, neotechnics have the potential to facilitate production which uses less energy and wastes less resources. Mumford’s case for neotechnics is that the new technologies are benign and democratic in being under human control and serving human needs. Appropriate technology is central to the transition to and running of the new biocentric civilisation.

There is no justification whatsoever for a technological determinism. There is always a choice whether technology works in the interests of already constituted power or whether it serves to benefit society in general, whether it intensifies the most socially and environmentally damaging aspects of industrial society or whether it provides greater equity and freedom as human self-determination. It is apparent that in the capital economy, technology is employed as a labour-saving device which reinforces the accumulative power an elite group of managers and technocrats in the service of business. Without the control of technology to the social and environmental good, technological development simply reproduces existing power relations, thereby endorsing the fundamentally alienative and exploitative logic at the heart of a dehumanised social order.

If there are grounds to hope then they are to be found in Mumford’s lingering Aristotelian teleological optimism. Mumford may have condemned the theological idea which identified all movement in terms of an end which is implicit in the beginning. He nevertheless affirmed the possibility of design without a designer, a purpose in nature not available to the scientist.

As against mechanistic natural science and the way it drives purpose, life and spirit out of physical reality, Mumford affirmed the creative power of human moral subjectivity as alone capable of investing the world with meaning, the built and the natural environment together.

To hold that man's subjective impulses and fantasies must be given as much weight as formative influences in culture, indeed as prime movers, as either the impressions made on his senses by the 'physical world' or by the varied tools and machines he has contrived in order to modify that world may seem to many, even today, a somewhat daring hypothesis. In our one-sided picture of the universe, man himself has become the displaced person: out of sight and therefore out of mind, an exile and a starving prisoner in a concentration camp he himself has laid out. 

Mumford PP 1970: 419

For Mumford, all organic species possessed purposes of their own, a pattern of life that every species adheres to in its development and evolution. And it is in this Aristotelian teleology that hopes for human society endures. As Mumford conceives this teleology, the future is never predetermined, certainly not by technological forces and imperatives. The future is always uncertain since purpose and potentiality are often invisible, even as they are in the process of producing changes in the organism as well as in the external form of the species. This purpose and potentiality can always recover progress in a moral and anthropological sense, initiating an organic transformation that could restore human personality ‘to the very center of the cosmos’ (RN Jan 5 1947; Oct 5 1965; notes for incompleted project on evolution 1977 82, LMC).

Mumford emphasises the creative power of the mind, not only with respect to invention but especially with respect to investing existence with meaning and value. The ‘dynamic and formative attributes of mind’ are extremely powerful, no matter how evanescent, the impact of mind may last for thousands of years. Mumford gives ample evidence of this with respect to the ancient Egyptian organization of the megamachine. (Mumford 1971 415). 

The activating manifestations of mind are the ultimate witnesses to the cosmos itself, ‘whose potentialities remained invisible and undetectable for billions of years until man himself, through the massive growth of his brain, achieved his greatest technological triumph: the invention of symbols and complex symbolic structures that enhance consciousness.’ Mumford emphasises that it was through ‘the fabrications of the mind, through dream and symbol,’ rather than through the ‘cunning of his hands’ alone ‘that man learned to command his own bodily organs, to communicate and cooperate with his kind, and to master so much of the natural environment as would serve his actual needs and ideal purposes.’ (Mumford 1971: 415). Mumford underscores this creative aspect of mind for a good reason. Whilst the megamachine appears to be all powerful, the real power of the machine lies in its myth rather than its mechanical force. The creative human mind possesses the capacity to subvert physical power and set the world on new mental foundations. Mumford is showing both the power of myth and the myth of power, accenting the creative force of human subjectivity behind both myth and power.

Behind the pragmatic interests which characterise everyday existence in business, politics, social organisation generally is ‘the creative role of mind’, however much it is disregarded for 'practical purposes.' Galileo states that counting and measuring are the attributes of mind that have objective reality, and the modern power complex fully conforms to this view: ‘whatever cannot be accounted for mathematically, or quantitatively described, may be ignored as rationally unimportant and virtually non-existent.’ (Mumford 1971: 415/6). 

The problem is that those who equated reality with 'objective,' mechanical, quantitatively measurable modes of thought, didn’t just disregard the immense creativity of the human mind in these other areas but became increasingly indifferent to the wonder of the whole cosmic performance. Whilst Newton, who was steeped in religious values, expressed humility before the mystery that his own prodigious intellectual performance had magnified, continuing to ask questions that were beyond his mechanical physics, the materialist philosophers and scientists who stood on his shoulders gave precedence to unminded 'matter,' and thus ‘denied the source of their own creativity’: 





Mumford argues that the mechanistic concern to eliminate the formative role of the mind makes the artefact more important than the artificer, thereby reducing mystery to absurdity; ‘and that affirmation of absurdity is the life-heresy of the present generation.’ Mumford notes how mechanistic science has stripped the world of meaning and reduced morality to a value-judgement, an irreducible subjectivism and relativism in which meaning and meaninglessness are interchangeable. In such a demoralised world evincing a polytheism of values there is no way of deciding one view to be better than another. Ultimately, even science lacks validation. Truth, both moral and science, drains from the world. Nothing remains but a hollow mechanism.





However, for all of the ‘elimination of subjectivity from the mechanical world picture’, Mumford observes the continued desire for perfection, the need to defy and circumvent fate, and the impulse to transcendence in technology. The various manifestations common to religion have been transferred to technology. 

For Mumford the ancient alchemist dream of effecting the transmutation of the baser metals into gold is the desire to overcome physical limitations by magic manipulations, owing as much to the mind as chemistry did to the alchemist's furnace. ‘This subjective impulse to transcend the limitations of 'matter' has turned out to be closer to reality than the well-grounded inhibitions against it: the alchemists' dream, we now realize, pointed to the ultimate miracle of nuclear fission.’ (Mumford 1971 417). 

Whilst large areas of human culture have died out or been destroyed in the course of history, ‘the unformed, unorganized 'apparitions' of the mind have retained as much scope as ever: or rather, they have grown stronger because they have been canalized into science and technics.’ Mumford emphasises the creative role of mind again. ‘These pre-conscious sources of technology have been ignored on the supposition that science and technics have no subjective attachments. Nothing could be further from the truth.’ (Mumford 1971 418). 

Mumford draws the lesson, arguing for the unification of the subjective and objective aspects of human experience:

The present analysis of technics and human development rests on belief in the imperative need for reconciling and fusing together the subjective and the objective aspects of human experience, by a methodology that will ultimately embrace both. This can come about, not by dismissing either religion or science, but first by detaching them from the obsolete ideological matrix that has distorted their respective developments and limited their field of interaction. Man's marvellous achievements in projecting his subjective impulses into institutional forms, esthetic symbols, mechanical organizations, and architectural structures have been vastly augmented by the orderly cooperative methods that science has exemplified and universalized. But at the same time, to reduce acceptable subjectivity to the ideal level of a computer would only sever rationality and order from their own deepest sources in the organism. If we are to save technology itself from the aberrations of its present leaders and putative gods, we must, in both our thinking and our acting, come back to the human center: for it is here that all significant transformations begin and terminate. 

Mumford 1971 ch 15). 

The nature of this interplay and this union between the subjective and objective aspects of existence is ‘nothing less than the entire history of mankind.’ It takes a great poet, Goethe, to speak the complex truth simply: "Nature has neither core nor skin: she's both at once outside and in." 
Mumford gives ‘equal weight’ to both subjective and objective factors in describing technological advance. Mumford addresses every part of the human organism, the creative mind as well as the hand and its derivative tools. Mumford emphasizes ‘the part played by wishes and projects, by symbols and fantasies, upon even the most practical applications of technology. For it is through all the activities of the mind, not alone the intelligence and the dynamic instruments of intelligence, that radical departures from conventional practices are made in technics itself.’ (Mumford 1971 417/9). Mumford comes to power of the mind to create and to destroy, to empower and to disempower, to build an ecological civilisation and to undermine a mechanical civilisation, to create a regime of organic plenitude and to bring down a regime of quantitative excess. 

This approach, if sound, carries with it a conclusion that challenges those who imagine that the forces and institutions now in existence will go on indefinitely, becoming bigger and more powerful, even though their very bigness and power threaten to nullify the benefits originally sought. If human culture in fact arises, develops, and renews itself through fresh activities in the mind, it may be modified and transformed by the same processes. What the human mind has created, it can also destroy. Neglect or withdrawal of interest works as effectively as physical assault. This is a lesson that our machine-oriented world must quickly assimilate, if it is to preserve even its own successful innovations. 

Mumford 1971 ch 15

In fine, Mumford places the emphasis upon the active role that human subjectivity has played in technical development as against the view that the human individual is ‘the fated victim of external forces and external institutions over which he has little or no control’. Mumford follows the interplay of the subjective and objective life of human beings in two complementary movements: materialization and etherialization. ‘Paradoxically, the process of materialization begins in the mind, while that of etherialization proceeds from the visible and external world to the inner personality, finally taking form in the mind, through words and other symbols, as a more or less coherent world view.’ (Mumford 1971 417/9). 

Reading Mumford’s depiction of the megamachine, it is apparent how wrong-headed ideas of a reformist 'march through the institutions' is. This is to believe that institutions are in some way power neutral and fundamentally misconstrues the fundamental structure of the megamachine. The megamachine is always able to outflank every individual and every movement that rebels against it from the inside, on the terrain on which it is strongest. 

Mumford calls upon human beings to abandon cooperation with the megamachine, to refuse its bribe and instead concentrate resources and efforts upon restoring contacts with the life world. To this end, human beings must create a different world, not simply a lifeworld that exists alongside the deathworld of the megamachine, an escape fantasy that, far from offering an alternative to the megamachine, remains dependent on it. The deathworld has to be completely uprooted so that the creative living power of human beings is reconciled with its natural and social roots, affirming life as such and in total against the megamachine as the embodiment of alienated dead labour and spirit. Restoring our connection to social and natural power through separation from the megamachine deathworld subverts the power of the scientific-managerial priesthood. This is what the refusal of the megamachine bribe amounts to and is the condition of an anthropological reformation. If we do not want to destroy ourselves, we must break free from the suicidal, destructive and self-destructive megamachine, exchange its dead labour and spirit for our own and make the production apparatus dependent on human beings rather than things. In reorganising production and reorganising society around life as opposed to death, we must innovate practices that engender an ecological sensibility, creating a lifeworld that reflects the implicit order of nature, the immanence of the way.

This is the place where the wasteland ends and redemption begins. And if we want a production apparatus that corresponds to and enhances life, rather than contradicts and inhibits life as in the megamachine, then the thing to do is to let the embryonic form of the new social metabolism crystallise around the centre of this emerging social practice, which is ultimately a spiritual one, pointing to a world beyond utilitarian concerns. 
Mumford calls for an ecological society based on a ‘life economy’, a technics that is socially and morally responsible rather than being controlled by the idols of mechanised immortality, abstract power and money. In the contemporary world, the greatest part of human talent and effort is invested in the material dimension, in the service of idolatrous power. But man – and woman – does not live by bread alone. Most of all, the megamachine stands condemned for its enclosed materialism narrowing human horizons and purposes, for thinking that immortality is something that can be bought and constructed and engineered. This denies human beings the spiritual dimension, the ability to stand on the earth and yet reach up into heaven. The megamachine may dominate the external landscape in the way it expropriates and monopolises resources, but it withers and dies in its own inner landscape.

The logic of self-destruction at the heart of the megamachine derives from the alienation of the living spirit which has created it. This alienation is reversible. The megamachine protects itself against this subversion not only by guarding against attempts at practical appropriation but by offering a bribe. It pays to be on the inside of the alienated machine. The alien universe erects a series of defence mechanisms to protect its infinitely artificial world as it proceeds inexorably to oblivion. With the complete technical mastery of the earth, interplanetary space comes within the sights of the megamachine. The megamachine practice is one of hubris and is Prometheanly criminal.

Not that Mumford makes the mistake of advocating a return to nature as an alternative to the megamachine. Mumford’s argument against the megamachine is an argument for the humane and ecological use of technics. Nature unmediated by human purpose and form is opposed to the order human beings need not only to live but to live well. Nature as such will grow over and absorb our buildings, reduce our walls, crumble our roads, and over time return every aspect of our carefully constructed world to primal chaos. Nature's way is to wear away, melt, dissolve, and absorb the works of civilisation. And, in the end, Nature always wins. Human beings strive, act, achieve but ultimately tire, slow down and long for sleep. Our constant awareness of inevitable finality, however, intensifies our sensitivity with respect to the beauty of the built world, in which we recognise the very conditions of our living well. The drive towards order is synonymous with the drive towards life. Technics mediates between nature and order so as to enhance life. The megamachine is not this mediation but is a suicidal organisation of human technics against nature.

The extreme modern dualism of mind and body, of culture and nature, of male and female, cannot be overcome at the level of thought alone. Thought needs to be backed by action. As Mumford makes clear by framing the problem in terms of a bribe, the problem is an existential anxiety and fear induced at the level of the physiology of the psyche. Megamachine hubris is accompanied by a background nemesis. However vaguely, we are aware of having encroached upon an implicit order. Instead of constantly building our defences against the potential backlash, thus accelerating the suicidal tendencies of the megamachine, we need to disengage from the system and abandon hubristic attempts to conquer the earth.

This requires a cosmology that restores the connection between inner and outer landscapes so that human beings can once more trust their instincts and recoil from conspiring with death-dealing megamachine power to arbitrarily unleash physical, biogenetic and nuclear power against nature and the conditions of life. This depends upon how human beings relate their inner daemon to the whole. As Mumford writes with respect to the megamachine: 

The human inadequacy of this system has developed to the same degree as its technical efficiency, while the circumstance that it threatens today all organic life on this earth appears as the paradoxical result of its unlimited successes in the domination of all natural forces - with the exception of those demonic irrational forces in human beings themselves, that brought the technological spirit out of balance. 


A genuine progress depends upon the extent to which human beings are prepared to address this question with respect to their technics and their use. A technological determinism is the product of human beings worshipping their powers rather than assuming moral responsibility for them. Just because something can be done, it doesn’t follow that it must be done. That deterministic logic follows only if human beings transfer the responsibility for determining ends to mechanical means. Just because science discovers how stars and electrons move, it does not follow that human beings must visit the stars. There is nothing in human nature that prescribes specific actions that are technologically feasible, it is only a morally unrestrained technical capacity that makes it seem so. Mumford demands a way of life based upon the recognition of the fact that we are finite and partial beings, and that our potential to transcend this is spiritual and that, in consequence, there is no longer a need to monopolise infinity and pursue immortality by mechanical means raised to the status of ends.

Without question, the human intellect is both problem and solution. Human beings are employing the intellect against nature rather than with nature, appreciating how nature’s implicit order enhances all life, including ours. At each stage in the human ascent to self-consciousness, we have lost the sense of organic norms and limits and have been overimpressed with mechanical promises of infinity and immortality. In coming to shrink back conceptions of human power by appreciating the finality and mortality of the material, we will find our appreciation of material life expanded, abandoning the megamachine treadmill of the finite in endless, soul-destroying pursuit of the infinite. 
Mumford identifies the urge to go ‘back to nature’ as the utopia of escape it is. Mumford’s ideal betrays no hint of nostalgia in that respect, being firmly focused upon going forwards via the wise use of technics.





Mumford makes a distinction between ‘the ideal of quantitative magnification’ — the mass production of inventions, goods, money, knowledge, messages, pleasures—and ‘the ideal of organic plenitude’. The ideal of organic plenitude is founded upon balance, providing for contraction as well as expansion, restrictive discipline as well as liberation, inhibition as well as expression, continuity as well as change. ‘Organic plenitude, then, is in no wise definable as mere quantitative abundance, still less as relentless productivity, unabridged expenditure, and thoughtless consumption.’ (Mumford 1971 403). 

Under a regime of organic plenitude, abundance is permissive rather than compulsive: ‘it allows for extravagant expenditures to satisfy man's higher needs for knowledge, beauty, or love—as in the parable of the oil with which Jesus was anointed—while it may exact the severest economy for less worthy purposes.’ Mumford approves of Emerson's advice to save on the low levels and spend on the high ones as lying at the very core of this conception. Mumford acknowledges the centrality of technics to this new conception of qualitative plenitude, noting that it is, ‘paradoxically, only through such a power system as has been coming into existence during the last three centuries shall we be capable of extending the blessings of plenitude, not just to scattered minorities and favored habitats, but to the whole human race, billions of whom are still too close to starvation.’ (Mumford 1971 403/4. 

Human intellect, inventiveness and technics have a creative role to play in the attainment of this regime of organic plenitude. However, there is a need to grasp Mumford’s meaning in this respect, lest the whole process of venerating false idols begins anew:





Mumford notes the extent to which the organic ideal has been repeatedly mocked, despised, and flouted throughout recorded 'civilized' history; ‘and there is no guarantee that it will not be suppressed and thrown aside again.’ Mumford is well aware that ‘the promise of plenitude is not an easy promise to fulfill: it would be much safer to predict that the destructive forces now in operation will drive on without swerving to their inevitable self-destruction. But one saving grace may still work for mankind: for it has been under the threat of total extinction that the unconscious forces of life have repeatedly rallied, and turned total defeat into a partial victory. That may yet happen again.’ (Mumford 1971 403/4).

As against the anti-life forces predominating in the age of the megamachine, Mumford gives grounds for continuing to hope.





Mumford sums up the point of his life’s work. 





Mumford argues that the outlook for humankind is bleak ‘if machines alone were sufficient to produce machines, if technological systems automatically proliferated by reasons of inherent forces similar to those that account for the growth and development of organisms.’ However, since the power system is a ‘product of the human mind’ — the materialization of ideas that had organic and human roots — ‘then the future holds many open possibilities, some of which lie entirely outside the range of our existing institutions.’ The megamachine is not all-powerful, that is its essential myth. The power of the megamachine is human power in congealed, sterile form. One understands the importance here of appreciating Mumford’s point concerning the active and creative influence of mind. 





Mumford ends The Pentagon of Power on an optimistic note. Whilst this attainment of a regime of organic plenitude may seem an ‘impossible demand’, with the odds heavily in favour of the power system and against the human personality, then ‘one need only remember how absurd such a withdrawal, such a rejection, such a challenge seemed to most intelligent Romans before Christianity presented an alternative.’ (Mumford 1971 431). 

If such renunciation and detachment could begin in the proud Roman Empire, it can take place anywhere, even here and now: all the more easily today after more than half a century of economic depressions, world wars, revolutions, and systematic programs of extermination have ground the moral foundations of modern civilization to rubble and dust. If the power system itself seemed never so formidable as now, with one brilliant technological feat following another, its negative life-mutilating counterpart has never been so threatening: for unqualified violence and crime in every form, pattern after the dehumanized examples of the Power Pentagon, have invaded what were once the most secure and inviolable human activities.
This is not a prophecy: it is a factual description of what ii already happening before our eyes, with murderous confrontations and infantile tantrums taking the place of rational demands and cooperative efforts.
Yes: the physical structure of the power system was never more closely articulated: but its human supports were never more frail, more morally indecisive, more vulnerable to attack.




Mumford argues that to outline the changes necessary to turn the power complex into an organic complex, and a money economy into a life economy, lies beyond the capacities of any individual mind since genuine novelty is unpredictable but most of all because the materialization of the organic ideology, although already underway, will take as long to replace the existing establishment as the power system itself required to displace the feudal and municipal and ecclesiastical economy of the Middle Ages. The first signs of such a transformation will present themselves in an inner change: ‘Each one of us, as long as life stirs in him, may play a part in extricating himself from the power system by asserting his primacy as a person in quiet acts of mental or physical withdrawal—in gestures of non-conformity, in abstentions, restrictions, inhibitions, which will liberate him from the domination of the pentagon of power.’ (Mumford 1971: 433). Such withdrawal disempowers the megamachine from within, and is not as difficult as many are induced to believe: ‘it is far easier to detach oneself from the system and to make a selective use of its facilities than the promoters of the Affluent Society would have their docile subjects believe.’ (Mumford 1971 433). 
The changes necessary to restore autonomy and initiative to the human person ‘all lie within the province of each individual soul, once it is roused.’ The megamachine is vulnerable to this personal withdrawal.

Nothing could be more damaging to the myth of the machine, and to the dehumanized social order it has brought into existence, than a steady withdrawal of interest, a slowing down of tempo, a stoppage of senseless routines and mindless acts. And has not all this in fact begun to happen?

Mumford argues that ‘the marks of such de-materialization and etherialization are already visible’. The personal revolt against the megamachine has already been underway for sometime.





In these developments, Mumford sees the potential emergence of a richer human culture, a culture which draws freely on the compost from many previous cultures. ‘When the power complex itself becomes sufficiently etherialized, its formative universal ideas will become usable again, passing on its intellectual vigor and its discipline, once applied mainly to the management of things, to the management and enrichment of man's whole subjective existence.’ (Mumford 1971 433/4). 

Mumford affirms that there is no limit to life’s possibilities, no terminus to its creativity; ‘for it is part of the essential nature of man to transcend the limits of his own biological nature’ (Mumford 1971 433/4). Throughout The Myth of the Machine, Mumford highlights the range of human possibilities. Mumford cites the ‘profound truth’ of this passage from William James:

When from our present advanced standpoint, we look back upon past stages of human thought, we are amazed that a universe which appears to us of so vast and mysterious a complication should ever have seemed to anyone so little and plain a thing. . . . There is nothing in the spirit and principles of science that need hinder science from dealing successfully with a world in which personal forces are the starting point of new effects. The only form of thing we directly encounter, the only experience that we concretely have, is our own personal life. The only complete category of our thinking, our professors of philosophy tell us, is the abstract elements of that. And this systematic denial on science's part of the personality as a condition of events, this rigorous belief that in its own essential and innermost nature our world is a strictly impersonal world, may conceivably, as the whirligig of time goes round, prove to be the very defect that our descendents will be most surprised at in our boasted science, the omission that to their eyes will most tend to make it look perspectiveless and short.
The whirligig of time has gone round; and what James applied to science applies equally to our compulsive, depersonalized, power-driven technology. We now have sufficient historic perspective to realize that this seemingly self-automated mechanism has, like the old 'automatic' chess player, a man concealed in the works; and we know that the system is not directly derived from nature as we find it on earth or in the sky, but has features that at every point bear the stamp of the human mind, partly rational, partly cretinous, partly demonic. No outward tinkering will improve this overpowered civilization, now plainly in the final and fossilized stage of its materialization: nothing will produce an effective change but the fresh transformation that has already begun in the human mind.




At this concluding point, Mumford’s lack of a political strategy emerges once more. On his premises, it is hard to conceive of a political organisation or movement that could avoid becoming entangled within the megamachine. The way that socialist parties reproduced the old monological modes of thought, action and organisation add weight to Mumford’s scepticism with respect to the formal political sphere. Mumford turned away from formal politics and sought to avoid a direct assault upon power via militaristic parties reproducing the old authoritarian-elitist modes of politics. Mumford’s approach is more prophetic than political. For Mumford, the most successful revolutionary movements were those which were initiated by isolated individuals and small groups who, rather than launching a global assault upon the centre of the power system, chipped away ‘by breaking routines and defying regulations’. The point is not to capture power but to paralyse it by refusing allegiances’ (PP 1970:330/4 408/9 430/5).
Towards the end of the Stanley Kubrick film Spartacus, Antoninus (Tony Curtis) turns to Spartacus (Kirk Douglas) and asks whether they could ever have won. Spartacus replies: ‘When just one man says “No I won’t”, Rome begins to fear. And we were tens of thousands who said “No”. That was the wonder of it’.
In calling upon us to refuse the megamachine’s bribe, Mumford wants each of us to say “No”. 

But is this not the ‘Great Refusal’ of Herbert Marcuse, a political strategy that we now know fails to confront the centres and structures of power? Those refusing are those who are the least materially and structurally important within the system. Do they have the capacity to act to change the system? Where is the material futurity crucial to an effective politics of social transformation? That Mumford possibly realised that his call for withdrawal and conversion would not be enough is suggested by his ultimate pessimism: ‘I think’, he wrote, ‘in view of all that has happened in the last half century that it is likely the ship will sink’ (Mumford-Seidenberg Feb 18 1969 LMC). Which begs the question of the shape and feasibility of an alternative future. Despite his personal pessimism, Mumford gives grounds for optimism in his published work. This is the subject of the concluding chapter. For the moment, I would simply point out that a moral transformation which is not related to everyday social practices is insufficient. Mumford’s moral and rational appeal to human beings presupposes a social identity which does not exist. Mumford’s appeal presupposes a connection between the individual good and the social good. That connection does not exist in a society of atomistic and instrumental relationships. Mumford is up against the dead weight of habitual stupidity and greed. There is a need to connect the moral and rational appeal to new social practices that foster new habits. Mumford’s decentralisation implies such a world changing, habit forming praxis. His reformism at the level of existing politics and institutions cuts against this. 

12 PERSONALITY AND TECHNOLOGY

This concluding chapter examines Mumford’s writing for its potential to resolve key issues within contemporary society and contemporary political theory. The chapter focuses upon Mumford’s core concept of ‘Life’, showing how Mumford sought to recover ‘personality’ from within the technological shell within which it had been encased in modern machine society. Mumford’s critique of the machine culture will be developed in order to outline the contours of a more humane and democratic order, an existential society in which human beings are at peace with their surroundings, humanity, nature and technique and organisation unfolding in a mutual growth.

Mumford’s writings have plenty of significance with respect to the liberal arguments of Rawls and Dworkin, the more socially and historically sensitive liberalism of Walzer, Finnis, Raz and Galston, the Aristotelian communitarianism of MacIntyre, the liberal-communitarianism of Sandel, the neo-marxism of Richard Bernstein, the communicative ethos of Habermas. These theorists have sought to come to terms with the predicament of liberalism in a post-liberal age; they are addressing issues and identifying key themes which Mumford had long ago exposed with respect to the cultural crisis of modern politics – the dissolution of social bonds of community, the disintegration of the public realm and the common good, the possibility of the self-generation of a vernacular culture which would be strong enough to resist and overthrow the encroachment and domination of a secular machine culture. Mumford is looking for a way of integrating the instrumental language of modern politics and production and the symbolic language of the community of life.

Mumford’s project savours a great deal of the communitarian critique of liberalism. Many key communitarian themes are similar to those developed by Mumford over the years. To take two arguments to begin. MacIntyre condemns ‘the bifurcation of the contemporary world’ into two distinct spheres, each equally indifferent to public discussion: ‘a realm of the organisational in which ends are taken to be given and set and are not available for rational scrutiny and a realm of the personal in which judgement and debate are central factors, but in which no rational solution of issues is available’ (MacIntyre 1984:34). Bellah calls for a conception of community in which ‘the individual self finds its fulfilment in relationship with others in a society organised around public dialogue’ (Bellah 1985:218).

The point is that this communitarianism, integrating the legitimate claims of the individual and the community, savours a great deal of Mumford’s lifelong project of grounding a democratic public life in a community that rests on a conception of the good life. Mumford scrutinized history to articulate the potential for change:

Establishing its own special relations with its past, each generation creates anew what lies behind it, as well as what looms in front, and instead of being victimised by those forces which are uppermost at the moment, it gains the ability to select the qualities which it values, and by exercising them it rectifies its own infirmities and weaknesses.

Mumford ‘The Emergence of a Past’ 1925:19

Mumford’s alternative social order is beyond liberalism. ‘I have never been a Liberal’, Mumford stated. But ‘if I cannot call myself a revolutionist now, it is not because the current programs for change seem to me to go too far: the reason is rather because they are superficial and do not go far enough’ (What I Believe 1930:263).

Mumford shared little in common with political philosophy, entangled as it has been historically with the project of legitimising the central state. Mumford was certainly influenced by Plato and Aristotle, adopting classical values of balance, scale and harmony in his urban writings. But in applying these values, Mumford had more in common with the anarchism of Kropotkin, Howard, Geddes and the American ‘Green’ tradition of Thoreau, Emerson and Whitman. Mumford’s end was to create the balanced, organic community of the producers against the ‘rational’ forces of economics, war and power. Whatever the political deficiencies of this position, it also had the merit of underlining the cultural dimensions of change, identifying the importance of local community as a counter to the state power. This community was to be strengthened in order to resist the encroachment of a mechanical culture, achieving ‘wholeness’ and ‘equilibrium’ whilst reviving a civic culture.

This concluding chapter establishes the point that the social philosophy of Lewis Mumford creates space for agency, reciprocity, embodied experience and an affirmative materialism.

Mumford’s work has implications for the contemporary attempts to define community. Mumford places the renewal of ‘personality’ at the heart of the project of revitalising a democratic community life. The personal for Mumford is not a private sphere but transcends the private domain to address broad political issues as integral to human self-realisation.

Reflecting his wide interests, the variety of authors cited in Mumford’s works includes historians, anthropologists, economists philosophers, sociologists, technologists, urbanists and engineers. It is significant that the greater proportion of Mumford’s sources were European, showing a clear preference for German scholars. For these sources had been most concerned with the moral aspects of technological advance, the interplay between values and technology. Mumford himself was of German descent and, linguistically and intellectually, was predisposed to the works of German scholars, particularly the likes of Werner Sombart (TC 1934:470). This European literature, showing a pronounced German bias, influenced Mumford’s treatment of the relation between science and technology. In contrast Anglo-American views were more crude in being focused upon the pragmatic and physical aspects.

Despite his criticism of technological society, Mumford was keenly interested in technology and technological advance. Mumford identified the basis of a distinctively American culture in the mechanical arts, which had exercised a profound influence upon the American mentality: ‘it has given a cast to our manners, it has crept into our philosophy; it has influenced at every turn the development of our culture’ (Mumford ‘Invention and the Machine in America’ 1925, box 12, folder 1, Mumford Papers). The machine is the dominant motif of  Technics and Civilisation .

Mumford’s enthusiasm for technology as a progressive factor in human evolution results in something of a tension in his thought. For Mumford was concerned above all to nurture the whole or authentic human potentiality, unifying both the rational and the emotional facets of human nature. This position seeks to overcome the classic modern dualism of reason and instinct, culture and nature, spirit and body, mind and matter. This entailed an affirmation of sense experience in the material sphere as crucial to spirituality (Mumford 1982:155).

The tensions in Mumford’s position occasionally surface in  Technics and Civilisation . Mumford’s enthusiasm for the physicality of life, including technology, is evident. At the same time, the abstraction that created and conditioned technology – scientific ideas – are apparent behind the concreteness. Rather than refer to tension, it is perhaps more profitable to identify a socio-technical dialectic operating within Mumford’s work, a dialectic which refers to the interplay of technology and society, the material and spiritual spheres. Mumford was critical of technology but this criticism was born of this concern that the positive and constructive potential of technological advance had been perverted and needed to be recovered. Ultimately, Mumford’s objective was a creative synthesis of mind and matter, a sensuous materialism mediated by an advanced technology infused with values. This is the neotechnic era in which individuals are no longer passively subject to a technological determinism but are active creators of their environment, exercising a conscious, constructive mastery of their technological powers.

In developing this position, Mumford was influenced by the paradigm shift taking place in the scientific worldview. Mumford was hugely impressed with Alfred North Whitehead’s philosophical discussion of the foundations of modern science. Mumford considered that the continuing revolution in physics entailed a profound shift in the way that human beings conceived technology (Molella in Cutcliffe and Post eds 1988). The mechanistic conceptions of Galileo, Descartes, Leibniz, Newton and others had been subverted by relativity and quantum mechanics. The new conception of the physical world affirmed the interdependence of all phenomena as against the independence claimed by mechanistic thinkers. This also involved the holistic integration of subject and object as the human observer becomes part of the physical world being investigated. And this implied organic principles replacing mechanical principles. On the basis of this new physics, Mumford envisioned a new, holistic, human centred technology emerging. This vision of an ‘organic mechanism’ buttresses Mumford’s optimism in the final two chapters of  Technics and Civilisation . This vision also relates to Mumford’s conception of a ‘Basic Communism’ that superseded the mechanicist conception of the Marxist parties in being a projection of organicist thinking (TC 1934:403).

Mumford’s conception has profound implications with respect to contemporary attempts to define community. Mumford places the renewal of ‘personality’ at the heart of the project of revitalising a democratic community life. The personal for Mumford is not a private sphere but transcends the private domain to address broad political issues.

In  Technics and Civilisation , Mumford argued that the reaction against ‘the denial of the organic and the living’ characterising machine civilisation could take two forms. The first involves ‘the use of mechanical means to return to the primitive’. This amounts to a resurgence of destructive impulses which, appropriating the power of new technologies, threaten civilisation in the absence of collective moral discipline. The second alternative places its faith in a renewal of life, a renewed life, personality and community. This ‘involves the rebuilding of the individual personality and the collective group, and the reorientation of all forms of thought and social activity toward life’ (TC 1962:433). This conception transcends the dualistic terms of the liberal-communitarian debate.

There is a need to overcome the modern liberal dualism of individual and community as entailing life-denying concepts which grasp the totality of human experience only from a very partial perspective. Mumford develops a holistic approach which is grounded in social categories which relate to the fact of life experience and embodiment. The implication of Mumford’s approach is that abstraction leads to a rationalisation which generates the reification of power which is imposed upon society in the form of political-bureaucratic force and control. Mumford seeks to transfigure rational concepts as concepts of megamachine power.
 Mumford is not asserting the autonomy of the individual against the inevitable fetishism of institutions but attempting to integrate the personal and the institutional within a vital urban public articulating an affirmative and self-affirming practicality.

Mumford’s thought led in the direction of a free public sphere grounded in a democratic community which embodied a shared culture. Mumford’s ‘public’ and ‘community’ are quite distinct from the state and its abstract, artificial collectivity. Mumford’s politics of a democratic culture is grounded in a set of aesthetic practices and symbols of the everyday life community. This lived experience mediates between public and personal life creating a cultural ‘second nature’ that was strong enough to invigorate community life. These were the cultural resources required for the ‘insurgence’ of the human organism through a network of regions within the nation state. Mumford’s perspective broadens the conception of experience so as to nurture the shared values and ties that constitute community.

Mumford’s conception of a democratic technics and of a decentralised regionalism is libertarian. To take regionalism first. Mumford’s decentralised regionalism is committed to a free and democratic social order. Mumford made autonomy a key value in his social ecology, a value which is essential for the flourishing and functioning of any organism. Autonomy could only be realised if technology was democratic, embedded in a democratic community. Ultimate authority, therefore, belonged to the whole. This entails ‘communal self-government, free communication as between equals, unimpeded access to the common store of knowledge, protection against arbitrary external controls, and a sense of individual moral responsibility for behaviour which affects the whole community’ (ADT 1988:13).

In looking forward to the creation of  ‘humane and well-balanced personalities’, Mumford addressed the implications of new technics and technologies. Mumford envisaged buildings erected as ‘bubbles of glass’, ‘the utilization of the merchant marine for education’, solar energy, scientific agriculture. Citizens of the new world would have to create ‘a whole new series of initiatives in the culture of the personality itself’. This would include the ‘counter-balancing forces’ of ‘communal and personal discipline’ so as to check the tendency of the mechanized utopia becoming ‘a well drilled beehive’ (Mumford ‘In Our Stars: The World Fifty Years From Now’ 1932:341 342).

In the thirties, when Mumford projected this future, Mumford’s thought expressed a distinctly technocratic edge. Mumford argued for the extension of ‘the socialised discipline of the factory, the laboratory, the accounting office and the administrative bureau’ when it came to organising ‘the community as a whole’ (Mumford in MacKenzie ed 1937:v). True, Mumford insisted that the technocrats of the various professions form ‘new human values’ and that the plans that they formulated be rooted in democratic forces in culture and society (1937:ix). Mumford’s humanistic rhetoric was in support of a plainly technocratic programme.

Mumford’s thought evolved through several phases. In  Technics and Civilisation  (1934), Mumford’s approach to technology is ambiguous. He combines criticism of the mechanisation of thought in the paleotechnic age with proposals for the neotechnic age which seem to enlarge mechanistic developments. Nevertheless, Mumford consistently warns against technological determinism.

Mumford is an advocate of a non-coercive civilisation that has released the human personality from inner and outer constraints. He envisages a balanced, healthy community that enhances human nature. Mumford’s end is an organic social order which corresponds to the human ontology as against the mechanical social order which contradicts the human ontology.

In arguing for a harmonious relationship between community, culture and technology, Mumford adopted a libertarian position. Mumford emphasised the need to create the humane context for the rational use of technology so as to strengthen the emancipatory tendencies of reason as against its repressive tendencies.

Mumford’s basic argument concerns the conflict between two kinds of technologies throughout history: ‘one authoritarian, the other democratic, the first system-centred, immensely powerful but inherently unstable, the other man-centred, relatively weak, but resourceful and durable’ (ADT 1988:14). Authoritarian technology has become so dominant in the modern world that it threatens to extinguish democratic technics completely. Mumford therefore demands a fundamental reorientation of values facilitating human control over technology. Mumford does not condemn technology as such as repressive, destructive or totalitarian but is concerned to relate its misuse to relations of control. Mumford identified the modern alliance between an elite of government officials and scientists as an updated version of the coalition between royal military authority and supernatural authority in ancient Egypt. This alliance forms the modern megamachine (1967). The control of technology by a ‘military-industrial-scientific’ elite will be accompanied by a misapplication of power that has the potential to destroy civilisation.

The solution to the problem of the misuse of technological power is to assert human ends over mechanical means. Technological advance will issue in human progress rather than human regress only when technology is consciously used in the service of human ends rather than for the imperatives of the megamachine. To overthrow the domination of authoritarian technics it is necessary to subordinate technology to a democratic process. With this, technology will finally redeem its promise to produce human progress, emancipating human beings from economic necessity as opposed to enslaving them to a new technological necessity.

If democracy alone is not the solution, then it is a necessary part of it. This pertains to the extension of public spaces and, hence, of possibilities for popular participation. In present circumstances, politics is conducted through representatives working to other agendas. The general will of the citizen body is not articulated actively, directly and continuously but is mediated by parties and representatives working to their own agendas, often in alliance with business elites and corporate and military power. Political defaults and democratic deficits are built into such a system. The popular will, at best, is noted but is not necessarily served. The democratic imperative is subverted within elitist institutions by those possessing wealth and power. The values of democracy are continuously affirmed by leaders within these institutions but the political process is all the more elitist for that.

The principles of democracy have been appropriated and applied to policies that entail their opposite in practice. The megamachine confines the values and practices of democracy to a powerless, formal surface. Democracy is respected only to that limited extent. A very vocal commitment to democracy on this surface level sells the illusion of democracy to a largely passive and excluded public. The megamachine is in possession of powerful institutional – and psychological – means for subverting democracy from within, turning democratic ideals and institutions against the principle of democracy. Democracy has been handed over to the elites commanding the central positions of modern society, exercising control over a society that is completely dependent upon experts for its functioning. But this is not a dictatorship of the clever. Rather, the experts are in the pay of the state which, in turn, is structurally dependent upon capital. Expertise is in the service of administrative power and exploitative wealth. This gives mastery over the artificial environment in which the mass of people are condemned to live, regardless of their personal choice.

Modern politics demonstrates a technocratic impulse in the way that ‘progress’ is narrowly defined in terms of economic expansion and technological innovation And that definition is universal in the modern world.

Given the scale of industrial expansion and technological innovation, it seems incredible that industrial urban society should be beset with problems. The means for human happiness and freedom seem to have been perfected. But they are divorced from sane and rational ends, ends which respect the interpenetration of social and ecological justice. With the expansion of instrumental power, with vast bureaucracies of expertise staffing an extensive institutional apparatus of control, the human race should long ago have achieved peace, freedom and happiness. That it has not, that, if anything, war, oppression and misery are proceeding on an unprecedented scale, ought to raise questions concerning the character of the means employed and also the institutional-systemic world through which means are applied. Science is in the dock. The mathematicisation, atomisation and abstraction of the human being represents the depersonalisation of society and makes the anti-human consequences of technological advance inevitable.

The problems that afflict modern society are the result of a perverted relationship between human beings and their environment, both natural and self-made. Yet, in the modernist perspective, the problem is merely one concerning the application of science. Rather than checking the encroachment of expertise in the service of power and control, solutions are sought in the extension of the administration of society and nature by expertise.

Modern society, divorced from a more natural or organic modus vivendi, can conceive solutions to escalating problems in no other way than having recourse to the very forces responsible for those problems in the first place. There is no questioning of the omnipotence of technical rationality. Instead, responsibility is conceded to the army of experts charged with the impossible task of redeeming the promise of Enlightenment in technical terms. From the transformation of an organic social and natural environment into an artificial environment issues the mature form of modern urban-industrial society-technocracy – this is Mumford’s modern megamachine.

The inversion of means and ends, the exaltation of means into ends and their consequent expansion means that the world has forfeited its human scale. The result is that the instrumental means of human progress – technology, production, science – are implicated in an ethos of impersonal gigantism. Gigantism, thickly-structured expertise and the state-capital symbiosis, has become the norm in the modern world.

The megamachine functions, to use Weber’s pertinent phrase, ‘without regard to persons’, within or without. The megamachine is characterised by baroque complexity. It is constituted by a labrynthine structure of official hierarchies and bureaucratic departments, of bureau and agencies staffed with professions and careers. Divorced from human ends, the megamachine generates anti-human consequences.

The anti-humanism of the megamachine necessarily impacts upon the natural environment of which human beings are a part. This has long term implications. The significance of the ecological crisis for the future of modern culture lies in the way that it compels all to develop an awareness of the extent to which the expansion of instrumental power exacts a cost which cannot be borne in the long run. In the most immediate sense, the Industrial Revolution polluted the environment and dislocated societies in the transition from a natural to a mechanical society. Though these immediate problems were overcome, the basic problem, far from being resolved, has been magnified to the vastest of scales. Nothing is allowed to stand in the path of industrial progress. And how easily a public dependent upon paid employment falls in with totalitarian logic of an irresistible progress. It is indicative of the perversion of values that has taken place that the reaffirmation of the basic principle that communities exist for the health and happiness of those who live in them is somehow considered to be backward looking, nostalgic, opposed to progress. It is not. It merely makes the point that any ‘progress’ worthy of the name possesses an ineradicable moral, spiritual, aesthetic and anthropological dimension. Progress is much more than property values, profits and jobs. ‘The economy’ – as capitalism is euphemistically called – is not an autonomous entity whose systemic imperatives human beings are obliged to serve. It is only the determinism which accompanies capitalist dehumanisation which makes it appear autonomous of the human agents who create and reproduce economic processes.

The megamachine is characterised by an obsession with the impersonal precision of mathematics and physics, a revulsion for the unpredictability of human behaviour, a mania for order, control and system. The megamachine represents the direct articulation of scientific objectivity within political order. The basic impulse is clear enough. The megamachine is oriented towards the programmed society. Rather than Kant’s ‘republic of ends’, the megamachine imposes the republic of automatons, the  human community reduced to Cartesian monads.

The main effect on politics that science has had has been the reduction of social affairs to objective order, the quantification, standardisation and bureaucratisation of human life. The vision of society as totally controlled originates in the rise of science. In this respect, reason comes to refer to something very different, losing its necessary connection with human happiness and fulfilment. The vision of a totally quantified society populated by totally predictable automatons represents the oldest ideal of the scientific imagination. Science is developing the means for bringing that nightmare vision to life.

Mumford developed an alternative vision to contest this nightmare scenario by attacking its roots in machine culture. Neotechnical modernisation contained the potential for a decentralised ecological regionalism which is grounded in local public spheres. The next chapter thus turns to Mumford’s ‘Green Republic’.

13 MUMFORD’S GREEN REPUBLIC

Growing awareness of the environmental crisis begs the question of how, in practice, this crisis can be solved. There is a need to develop a system that resolves such problems. However, this crisis is an opportunity for creativity and choice. The depth and scope of the environmental crisis demands not simply that human beings reduce their ecological footprint to the earth's limits, but also restructure their inner and outer worlds as part of the same process. Such restructuring will impact on every arena of life and will activate every human talent available – technical, social, political, artistic, and spiritual. It is testament to the prescience of Lewis Mumford’s vision that nearly seventy years ago Mumford pointed out the scale and depth of the task and its uniquely human character. Mumford is clear that the challenge requires nothing less than the transformation of the human condition, challenging each to act in such a way as to develop the humanity of all.

An age of expansion is giving place to an age of equilibrium. The achievement of this equilibrium is the task of the next few centuries. . . . The theme for the new period will be neither arms and the man nor machines and the man: its theme will be the resurgence of life, the displacement of the mechanical by the organic, and the re-establishment of the person as the ultimate term of all human effort. Cultivation, humanization, co-operation, symbiosis: these are the watchwords of the new world-enveloping culture. Every department of life will record this change: it will affect the task of education and the procedures of science no less than the organization of industrial enterprises, the planning of cities, the development of regions, the interchange of world resources.

Mumford CM 1944: 398-399.

From this perspective, the environmental crisis is not so much a disaster as an opportunity which compels human beings to advance the human world to its next stage of evolution. It is to Mumford’s credit that he refused cheap and easy technological short-cuts to the future in the cause of ‘progress’. Mumford was a prophet rather than a futurologist. Realising the opportunity in front of us requires heart and soul. The creation of a sustainable, functional, and equitable world is not just a matter of the technical projection of the possible but an ethical appreciation of the desirable. And this requires ethics and politics, not just technics. It needs human beings to resolve the pathos of means and ends which characterises the modern world, setting ends and arranging the appropriate means accordingly.

The framework for this concluding chapter is taken from the one that Mumford outlined in  Technics and Civilisation  (1934). Mumford distinguishes between three successive phases of development. The eotechnic phase is the age of wood, wind and water; the paleotechnic phase is the age of coal and iron; the neotechnic phase is the age of electricity and alloys. To these three phases, Mumford would later add another to account for the development of nuclear power and the silicon chip. The implications of this new phase of development are profound. For Mumford conceived the domination of machine culture as representing the denial of the organic and the living. With the development of nuclear power, this culture had now reached its highest expression in the ‘cult of death’. Mumford considered the ever looming threat of nuclear war to be the ‘supreme drama of a completely mechanised society’ (FTC 1986:58).

A critical awareness of the destructive potentials of technology does not induce Mumford to repudiate technology. Mumford is clear that the solution to the problems of the present do not lie in resurrecting a past mode of life. Rather, Mumford calls for the ‘rebuilding of the individual personality and the collective group, and the re-orientation of all forms of thought and social activity toward life’ (FTC 1986:182). Mumford thus advocates the profound transformation of contemporary society and culture to achieve an alternative future from within existing levels of development.

Mumford’s argument is premised upon what he calls a ‘basic communism’. This would ‘normalize’ production and consumption so as to satisfy basic needs and implies the complete equality of basic income. Individual wants which extend to more than this would have to be satisfied by direct effort. ‘Basic communism’ entails the obligation for all to share in the work of the community. There is also an emphasis upon the quality of work in this argument. Work is to be attractive, performed by an amateur rather than by an automaton. ‘Not work, not production for its own sake or for the sake of ulterior profit, but production for the sake of life and work as the normal expression of a disciplined life, are the marks of a rational economic society’ (FTC 1986:159).

This conception of the ‘rational economic society’ invokes a particular type of reason, one that determines ends in relation to the realisation of the human ontology as against the perfection of technical means. This involves Mumford in a critique of capitalist political economy since the continuous self-expansion of values and hence accumulation for the sake of accumulation is the only ‘end’ of the capital system. For Mumford, as for the classical Greeks, the function of political economy is plenitude as opposed to plenty. The failure to understand the difference leads to the mistaken identification of progress with expansion, with an endless increase that emphasises quantity over quality and issues in a process that is destructive of the form, proportion and balance which is essential to urban life. This is the economics of alienation. This is the economics that separates human beings from each other and from nature through exploitative relations. The anti-social and anti-ecological character of this economics is increasingly apparent as capitalism comes to encompass the entire globe.

An economics that is worthy of the name enhances the human ontology and respects the ecological balance of the human community as a living organism. Respecting that principle of balance rules out exploitative relations which reduces the world, its resources and its people to mere means to the end of accumulation. Neither nature nor human beings are to serve as proletariat, as an exploited, value creating subject treated as object, as commodity. Ecological balance and social responsibility are the only certain conditions of the good life. The recognition of limits, the values of reciprocity and solidarity, simplicity, all generate a pattern of life that is healthy, autonomous and self-respecting.






Mumford’s recommendations are difficult to place in a precise political and institutional sense. He argues that ‘the new economy of needs’ taking the place of  ‘the capitalist economy of acquisition’ will put the limited corporations and communities of the old economy ‘on a broader and more intelligently socialised basis’ (FTC 1986:161). And he calls for a network of producers and consumers groups within a framework of cooperating states. Mumford does not make explicit statements for the abolition of the state and is quite prepared to make use of the state to implement a reform programme. Certain economic functions may be nationalised, he admits. The ultimate end of regionally decentralised communities scaled to human dimensions is, nevertheless, more in the tradition of Kropotkin’s libertarian communism than the state centred politics of reformist or revolutionary socialist parties. Mumford argument implies a recognition of government and the public sphere as notions of common power and purpose which can be distinguished from the state as institutionalised force.

Mumford refers to the ‘impregnation of capitalistic modes of existence with normative ideas’. This includes the displacement of the struggle for profit as the sole criterion of production, the undermining of private competition through the principle of understandings, and the constitutional organisation of industrial enterprise. Pressing those processes to their logical conclusions leads beyond the capitalist order, something which may involve overthrowing and displacing the existing administrators of industry (FTC 1986:171).





Mumford’s argument is explicitly socialist in making the possession of land, capital, credit and machines a necessary element of political control. Mumford’s conception of ‘political control’ rests upon a three-fold system of control: ‘the functional political organisation of industry from within, the organisation of the consumers as active and self-regulating groups, giving rational expression to collective demands, and the organisation of industries as units within the political framework of cooperating states’ (FTC 1986:166). Mumford here outlines the structure of a functional system of self-representation and self-organisation, an organic order that is grounded in the social practices and processes of everyday life. Such a conception savours a great deal of the guild socialism of the likes of G.D.H. Cole.





Mumford’s argument possesses something of a syndicalist character. ‘For the functional organisation of industry there must be collective discipline, collective efficiency, above all collective responsibility: along with this must go a deliberate effort to produce engineering and scientific and managerial talent from within the ranks of the workers themselves in addition to enlisting the services of more socialised members of this group, who are already spiritually developed beyond the lures and opportunities of the financial system to which they are attached’ (FTC 1986:168).

Mumford’s functional conception of a cooperative mode of production is a moral vision of worker control and autonomy within the productive sphere (FTC 1986:168). Through self-management in the effective units of work, production becomes a truly democratic task, articulating the freedom and responsibility denied through the ‘precarious and servile’ existence of the worker under capitalism. The worker within the self-managing factory is able to identify with the objectives of production through participating in a common decision making framework. ‘The principle of functional autonomy and functional responsibility must be observed at every stage of the process, and the contrary principle of class domination based upon a privileged status .. is technically and socially inefficient’ (FTC 1986:168/9).

Technics and science demand autonomy and self-control in productive life. With control and autonomy established in the sphere of production, labour discipline is established not by class imposition but by the internal identification of the workers with the process of production. Autonomy and control in the sphere of production are the building blocks of a properly scaled human community.

As our production becomes more rationalised, and as population shifts and regroups in better relationship to industry and recreation, new communities designed to the human scale are being constructed. This movement has been taking place in Europe during the last generation is a result of pioneering work done over a century from Robert Owen to Ebenezer Howard. As these new communities are built up, the need for the extravagant mechanical devices like subways, which were built in response to the disorganisation and speculative chaos of the megalopolis, will disappear.




With the proper use of technology on the basis of a scaled, functional self-management, creative activity becomes the practice of all rather than the preserve of an elite few.

Mumford is concerned that technology should fulfil its promise of easing toil and increasing autonomy. This means challenging the perversion at the heart of modern machine culture.





The question that Mumford posed here has become all the more pressing over time. Far from producing health, freedom and happiness, technics is part of an inverted social order that systematically generates their opposite. And, with technological advance, this is the case on an ever increasing scale. Mumford’s words have lost none of their power and relevance. 





The end that Mumford has in view is a condition of ‘dynamic equilibrium’. This is very much an ecological concept. ‘Dynamic equilibrium, not indefinite progress, is the mark of the opening age: balance, not rapid one-sided advance: conservation, not reckless pillage’ (FTC 1986:178/9).

Mumford elaborates upon the implications of dynamic equilibrium. Equilibrium in the environment restores ‘the balance between man and nature’. ‘The conservation and restoration of soils, the re-growth wherever this is expedient and possible, of the forest cover to provide shelter for wild life and to maintain man’s primitive background as a source of recreation, whose importance increases in proportion to the refinement of his cultural heritage. The use of tree crops where possible as substitutes for annuals, and the reliance upon kinetic energy – sun, falling water, wind – instead of upon limited capital supplies. The conservation of minerals and metals: the larger use of scrap metals. The conservation of the environment itself as a resource, and the fitting of human needs into the pattern formed by the region as a whole:





Equilibrium in industry and agriculture builds upon developments that have been taking place in modern technics in the past two hundred years. ‘No one center is any longer the home of modern industry or its sole focal point’ (FTC 1986:179). ‘The more or less uniform distribution of mechanical industry over every portion of the planet tends to produce a balanced industrial life in every region: ultimately a state of balance over the earth itself.. With the decentralisation of population into new centers, encouraged by motor and aerial transportation and by giant power, and with the application of scientific methods to the culture of soils and the processes of agriculture .. there is a tendency to equalize advantage between agricultural regions. With economic regionalism the area of market gardening and mixed farming for world export will tend to diminish except where, as in industry, some region produces specialties that cannot easily be duplicated’ (FTC 1986:180).

With regional balance between industry and agriculture, production in both departments will be put on a more stable basis. Achieving a state of balance and equilibrium in regional, industrial, agricultural and communal life induces a change within the domain of the machine itself, a change of tempo. Balance and equilibrium are crucial to the resolution of a whole range of problems at the heart of civilisation. At the back of all these problems is the problem of human satisfaction and cultural achievement : 





In summarising the human prospect, Mumford identifies two alternatives as possible futures on the basis of modern technics:





Mumford concludes that ‘the next step toward re-orienting our technics consists in bringing it more completely into harmony with the new cultural and regional and societal and personal patterns we have co-ordinately begun to develop’ (FTC 1986:183).

Mumford thus proceeded to connect landscape and regional design with the reshaping of industrialisation and urbanisation, reconciling the best features of both. Mumford thus came to argue that ‘the real opportunity for urban and regional development lies in the fact that the existing [centralised industrial] pattern of economic life can remain stable’ (Mumford CC 1938:391).

The accretion of the debt structure in the great metropolises, the toppling pyramid of land values, make economic life precarious and effective social planning an impossibility. Hence the real need is to deflate this burdensome structure as a deliberate public policy and to set up a responsible public body capable of directing the flow of investment into social channels and to liquidate with the least possible hiatus the present speculative structure. Only with this radical alteration in objectives and methods will it be possible to build up through public aid and initiative alternative centers which will attract industry and population, on the basis of their own essential superiority of life. As the drift out of the overgrown cities begins, the opportunity for their re-planning will come. Need I recall again that the vast increase of the number of playgrounds in Manhattan was not a result of financial prosperity: it was the outcome of deflation, failure to pay taxes, bankruptcy, and loss of population. 




For Mumford, industrialisation imposes a geographical specialisation which disturbs ecological balance and undermines the ecological basis of life and the unity of a healthy society. The globalisation of the industrial economy, intensifying competition, has generated overproduction. Corporate interests have been compelled to resort to advertisement at home and imperialism abroad to stimulate demands for products. Forcing the metropolis to draw raw materials from outside itself, this has resulted in a parasitic relationship between ‘over-urbanised communities’ and the ‘exploited regions’. Regionalism would establish a new relation between production and consumption, thus projecting an alternative economic order. 

Mumford’s preference for the medieval city is once again pertinent here: ‘what gave the early medieval town a sound basis for health was the fact that, though surrounded by a wall, it was still part of the open country.. Nor were the towns, for centuries to come, wholly industrial [or commercial]: a good part of the population had private gardens and practised rural occupations’ (CC 1938:42). Mumford thus affirmed the relationship between town and country as cultural, economic and ecological. This relationship gives urban inhabitants a sense of identity that is grounded in place, incorporating rather than excluding the surrounding countryside. A regional consciousness encourages a reciprocal engagement between urban and rural spheres.

Regionalism, then, is more than an aesthetic movement. A balanced region comprises institutions which serve community interests as well as its own agricultural and energy resources. Mumford thus admired Ebenezer Howard since ‘his vision was bi-focal: he saw the countryside as well as the city .. [and understood that] the problem of bettering life at both poles was a single one’ (CC 1938:395). Mumford also understood that genuine regional development depended upon realising the potential for decentralising the production of energy: ‘the availability of water power for producing energy .. changes the potential distribution of modern industry throughout the planet’ (TC 1934:222).

Local and regional economies can emerge on the basis of decentralised energy, synthesising ideas of natural landscape and economic productivity in a balanced region. This achieves a way of living which overcomes the increasing functional differentiation of space within the overscale city.

Rejecting a return to an agrarian economy as an ‘absurdity’, Mumford called for economically self-sufficient regions. This self-sufficiency was certainly distinct from ‘the dream of autarchy’, which Mumford condemned as ‘a military dodge for putting a population in a state of mind appropriate to war’. Further, ‘no region is rich enough or varied enough to supply all the ingredients of our present civilisation’ (CC 1938:345). Through a regional restructuring of trade and population a ‘state of economic balance [would be created].. in which the population of a region will be redistributed with respect to its fundamental resources, in which agriculture, the extractive industries, manufacture and trade will be coordinated, in which the size of cities will be proportioned to open spaces and recreation areas and placed in sound working relation with the countryside itself’ (Mumford ‘The Theory and Practice of Regionalism’ 1928:18/33 25/6).

Although Mumford valued parks and romantic suburbs for the way that they helped to ‘break up the .. clotted urban massing of the great metropolis’ (CC 1938:221), it was organicism and regionalism that was Mumford’s real end, not pastoralism. Regional planning incorporates organicist principles which ground the built environment in geography. This creates an ecologically sound system of production, a geo-economy. Mumford was concerned to transform the way of life, restructure the differentiation of urban space so as to move from the industrial to the garden city. The garden city is not a means of creating green space within urban space but of recontextualising urban space with regard to holistic social, cultural and ecological goals. Regional planning expresses a sense of place which grounds a socially and ecologically responsible practice, which reorders the relation between technique and participation.

This conception of an ecological regionalism is crucial in subverting and overthrowing the myth of the megamachine. Mumford’s ‘megamachine’ savours a great deal of Weber’s ‘iron cage’, Adorno’s ‘administered society’ and Foucault’s panopticism. The individual has been made a target of rationalisation as a form of regimentation, regulation and incarceration. However, for Mumford, this development is more incorporation than imprisonment in that individuals come to subscribe to the ‘myth’ that the megamachine propagates. Against the megamachine, Mumford’s ecological regionalism emphasizes the centrality of sensuous-practical activity in creating the environment as lived experience, as the habitus of everyday human life. Strengthening the active roots of the social order this way gives individuals, exercising self-direction and self-initiative in their practical lives, the power and the will to resist the bribes of the megamachine. Mumford’s approach furnishes the intellectual and moral resources for a critique not only of the megamachine but also of the ‘rational’ concepts and theories which, however, unwittingly, serve the functions of regulatory institutions, abstracting from social reality and making it available as a target for megamachine takeover. The megamachine is an institution dedicated to the control and regimentation of the life world, suppressing its free movement and destroying its spontaneity and creativity. Against this, the revaluation of the life community as the habitus of embodied experience is a site of resistance and of self-actualisation.

Mumford’s critique is developed against the abstraction and the abstracting tendencies of modern megastructures. The concern to dissolve the megamachine as parasitic upon the social life world that it instrumentalizes targets the rationalism that makes society available to bureaucratic-political management. Mumford looks to reinstate society as the true reality of individuals against the abstract institutional realm.

Mumford’s response to modernity is developed in terms of a repudiation of the narrow presumptions of instrumental-rational thought in the service of the megamachine. Mumford offers a way of overthrowing the exterminism inherent in modern rationalisation. Nuclear holocaust, ecological destruction, the descent into the abyss of totalitarianism are the extreme manifestations of the tendencies of modern society. The megamachine may avoid extremes through the pacification of existence but society will still be dysfunctional. The artificial environment destroys the organic ties and links that make society self-ordering and self-regulating and instead requires greater expertise, administration, the greater intrusion of artificial-institutional means into every last detail of everyday life. Society as a whole becomes error prone, crises accumulate and become intractable. For society has lost its self-correcting mechanisms. There are limits to the scale of any environment. The capacity of human ingenuity to regulate society is limited and is certainly dwarfed by the self-ordering capacities of a society which is placed on an organic basis. This is all the more true since experts work not according to some pure and abstract reason but within the distorted priorities of the state and capital.

Beyond the megamachine is a genuine ‘post’ modernism, a world that has awakened from the obsession with power, expansion, efficiency that rejects the promise of health and happiness through the promotion of these means.

A central theme of the argument presented in this thesis concerns the role of physiology in Mumford’s approach to the recovery of the centrality of the human habitus of everyday experience.

Mumford demanded new modes of thought, action and organisation to challenge what he perceived to be the institutional and bureaucratic bias of liberal and socialist reformism. Mumford wanted a true reformation that transcends mere engineering and technique to address the whole culture of a way of life.

Mumford was thus critical of the ideal society’s projected by both liberalism and socialism. Despite their differences, both liberalism and socialism premised the good society upon universal material abundance. Both accepted the eternal promise of capitalism to expand wealth to unprecedented levels. To Mumford, this expansion was a problem rather than a solution. What was required was an awareness of limits, the kind of awareness that John Stuart Mill had sought to develop with reference to the stationary state. Whereas the liberal and the socialist ideal presupposes universal abundance achieved by developing modern technique and organisation alongside a change in political regime and economic ownership, redistributing the fruits of economic success more equitably, Mumford places more emphasis upon the need for limits upon growth. Whereas liberalism and socialism premised their ideal upon continuing economic growth, differing over distribution, the point for Mumford concerns how to reorder social purposes so as to attain balance, harmony and form. Mumford thus reaffirms the classical Athenian ideals of measure, balance and self-sufficiency against the notion of endless economic growth.

Like the Greeks, Mumford believed that the task of attaining the good life entailed much more than modifying political and economic institutions. Although institutional transformation is certainly necessary, this was simply the external expression of a more fundamental transformation in human life and consciousness. Mumford called for a total transformation to overcome the mechanistic mode of life which entailed the psychological submission to the machine process and the power state and had generated a new personality type, bureaucratic man. Against the mechanistic mode, Mumford proposed the organic mode of life, a ‘new humanism’ that recognises ‘the inner and the outer, the subjective and the objective, the world known to personal intuition and that described by science [as] a single experience’. This generated a new mode of thinking and acting. This transformation was not, as political radicals thought, a consequence of revolution. For Mumford, this transformation of consciousness was the revolution (Mumford ‘Toward a Humanist Synthesis’ 1921:583/5; SU 1922:247; ‘A Modern Synthesis’ April 12 1930:920/1; May 10 1930:1028/29).

This process of transforming values was to begin with the geographic region rather than the nation state. Whereas the nation state is an artificial creation governed by politicians and statesmen, the geographic region is a natural entity founded on a common climate, natural environment and rooted culture. Mumford sought to build reconstruction from local roots. Broad programmes of change, usually undertaken by the state as the only institution capable of mastering broad change, are to be avoided. Instead, reconstruction should proceed locally within the immediate environment, laying the foundation for a more general renewal of life.

For Mumford, Geddes’ Survey method, giving a detailed knowledge of the natural and human resources of the region, is the basis of all projects for regional reconstruction. The chief merit of Geddes’ method was its unity of ‘concreteness and synthesis’. Whereas radical schemes were mere ‘paper programs for the reconstruction of a paper world’, the survey generates the missing element, localised knowledge (Mumford-Geddes July 31 1922 PGC; SU 1922:281). Moreover, the survey method avoided narrow specialism by synthesizing the work of a number of investigations from a number of fields.

The closing part of this chapter focuses upon Mumford’s conception of organic rationalisation, defining a conception of social politics in relation to the realisation of the human ontology within the human habitus of lived experience and everyday life. The quest for organic harmony in Mumford’s work implied a conception of the good life as a truly human habitus which would correspond to the human ontology.

In this respect, Mumford criticised the domination of formal rationality as antagonistic to life. Rationalisation proceeding under the regimentation of the megamachine elite is part of a modern nihilism as a process of institutionalised control. In this interpretation, Mumford’s work will be presented as concerned primarily with the transformation of values at the level of the reciprocal relationships within the everyday community of life. This contests the mega-structures of abstracted institutional power directly, weakening the megamachine at its roots.

With this approach, Mumford offers the moral and intellectual means for uprooting the life-inhibiting rationalisation theorised by Max Weber and lying at the heart of modernity.

Weber conceptualised the subjection of the individual through the extension of bureaucratic relations in terms of the metaphor of the iron cage. As Adorno’s conception of the administered society and Foucault’s panopticon suggest, modern capitalism creates the value of individual autonomy only to suppress it by confining it within autonomy-denying structures and institutions – the hierarchical division of labour, disciplinary modes, bureaucracy, state regulation. There is increasing recognition that individuals live in a world that is increasingly regulated by overarching bureaucratic institutions which systematically deny autonomy.

Individual autonomy is under increasing threat through the extension of regimentation in the interests of the megamachine. There has been a growth of centralised agencies in health, welfare, police, industry and education which subject the individual to detailed surveillance. The core liberal value of autonomy is increasingly undermined as the individual comes to be subjected to an institutional regulation extending over the private space of social life. Contemporary society is increasingly a network of disciplinary agencies policing individual behaviour from the cradle to the grave.

For Weber, the world is subject to an increasingly rationalisation which perfects means but is silent on ends. The values which inform social ends remain opaque as rationalisation develops techniques. Such an impasse invites the exaltation of means into ends. Marshall Berman has argued that ‘to be modern is to find ourselves in an environment that promises us adventure, power, joy, growth, transformation of our society and the world – and, at the same time, that threatens to destroy everything we have, everything we know, everything we are’ (Berman 1982:15).

Marx wrote eloquently on this subject: ‘In our days, everything seems pregnant with its contrary. Machinery, gifted with the wonderful power of shortening and fructifying human labour, we behold starving and overworking it. The new fangled sources of wealth, by some strange weird spell, are turned into sources of want. The victories of art seem bought by the loss of character. At the same pace that mankind masters nature, man seems to become enslaved to other men or to his own infamy.. All our invention and progress seem to result in endowing material forces with intellectual life, and in stultifying human life into a material force’ (Marx 1973:299/300). Marx relates this antagonism between modern industry and science and modern misery and dissolution to the ‘antagonism between productive powers and the social relations of our epoch’. ‘Progress in industry’ results in a ‘regress in politics’. To resolve this antagonism, ‘the new fangled forces of society’ need to be mastered by ‘new fangled men’ through a social and moral revolution (Marx 1973:299/300).

The scale of these forces has grown enormously since Marx wrote those words in 1856. The antagonism between productive and technical powers and social relations has a destructive potential far in excess of what Marx envisaged. In the contemporary world the environment is threatened by nuclear holocaust, ecological destruction and global collapse. The nature of the antagonism is the same, basically an inversion of means and ends ensuring that technical progress issues in human regress. But the scale of the problem has expanded to unprecedented levels. Power of this magnitude cannot be allowed to remain out of control. The question relates to the kind of control that comes to be instituted.

To manage an inverted society there has been an expansion of disciplinary and regulatory practices to ensure the management of social space. Foucault is full of insight on this question. Foucault is concerned with the extension of forms of control, discipline and regulation throughout society. These forms render individuals passive objects of institutionalised surveillance in every aspect of their lives. The surveillance of peoples and bodies demands a new organising principle for society. Following Bentham, Foucault referred to this principle as panopticism. The regulation of individuals is intended to ensue a general surveillance and management inducing docility. Against this, there is a need to generate new modes of thought and organisation in order to recover the social habitus as a humane environment.

With this holistic approach, Mumford was able to establish the organic interconnection of problems and their solutions. For Mumford, the everyday social lifeworld is the human habitus for the embodied experience which offers the basis for the dissolution of the abstracted rationalism detached from life. Mumford seeks life-affirming structures to contest, subvert and ultimately to replace the life-denying structures of the megamachine. These life-affirming structures are located in the everyday life world, defining Mumford’s civic public as a community of life. Mumford develops the foundations for criticising the megamachine as abstracted institutionalised power raised over the life world, as knowledge over the body. Mumford contests the artificial system apparatus of the megamachine which suppresses the reality of everyday interaction and reciprocity.

Beneath the level of the megastructures exists the inter-subjective everyday life world of interaction and reciprocity. This life community is the site of the continuous exchange of material and symbolic objects which form the real structures of society. Above this level is the reality of the regulatory institutions of the megamachine. These organise and discipline the everyday life community. The institutions of the megastructure extend their control over the level of communal interaction and reciprocity through a professional elite of scientists, intellectuals, the new priests of mega-power. These characters smooth the functioning of the megamachine, making it acceptable to those subject to its domination. This shows the way that human relationships come to be institutionalised and instrumentalised. In the megamachine, an elite of state and knowledge priests come to regulate society from above. The megamachine is the institutional expression of the violence and tyranny of abstraction.

This study has emphasised the extent to which Mumford offers a life philosophy of the habitus of the everyday world of real, interacting, individuals. The reciprocal relationships of everyday life are revalued against the mega-structures of institutional formation which regiment the practical life activity of human agents. Mumford was a life philosopher whose perspectives challenge the repressive apparatuses of the megamachine. He attacked the way that those abstracted apparatuses over-regulated life, suppressing spontaneity, creativity and individuality. Mumford argued against all theories and concepts which were in the service of the megamachine. Mumford’s critique of irresponsible, overscale, destructive power has to be seen in the context of American society and politics, although his argument has wider relevance. Mumford develops a critical approach to the relationship between knowledge and power taking shape in the form of mega-structures supporting abstract institutional force.





To argue for an emphasis on the integration of town and country, a decentralisation in food production and for an urban-ecological regionalism is not an argument to return to a lost historical past, still less for a return to nature. Mumford’s argument is much more sophisticated, seeking the potential for the ecologically benign future society in the repressed potentialities and misapplied capacities of the present. Mumford affirms the possibility that human beings develop the existing biophysical and built environment more selectively, more subtly, and more rationally than has been the case, combining the best of the past and present to produce a new synthesis of culture and nature, city and country, nation and region. This is not the same thing as projecting present trends and tendencies into the future by reference to an unchanged technics. Mumford is not a futurologist and describes Buckminster Fuller in the most disparaging of terms as ‘that interminable tape recorder of salvation by technology’ (FK 1975:373). On trends and tendencies alone, urbanisation would continue to be extended until it finally escapes the control of its individual human elements and cover the entire landscape with the anti-city. In Whole Earth Discipline, engineer Stewart Brand waxes lyrical about the process of urbanisation finally creating the ‘city planet’. To Mumford, such a notion is merely the universalisation of the anti-city, a vast, hollow shell of glass, steel, concrete and artificial lights. Such urbanisation does not promote social evolution in the sense of enhancing and enriching life but rather fattens the social metabolism to the point where it is no longer able to move. For Mumford, the connection between cities and civilisation lies in a humanisation which makes individual life a more rounded experience. This could be achieved only by restoring the organic complexity of the human environment and by rescaling the community to human dimensions and proportions.

Above all, Mumford continued to give hope that reason, re-united with its moral component, will come to prevail in the regulation of human affairs, both within society as well as in the interchange with nature. It is impossible to answer with complete confidence here, since Mumford could give pessimistic assessments of the human condition. However, the moral responsibility to prove the truth of optimism over pessimism belongs to us, as Mumford always made clear with respect to the potentials of technics. Certainly, the extent to which human beings the world over are demanding qualitative improvements in many aspects of life shows a step in the Mumfordian direction. The contemporary world demonstrates a greater appreciation of the land and the problems it faces in an era of environmental crisis. The potentials of a more manageable human community is also coming to be recognised at the level of popular demands, urban planning and social practice. Increasingly, human beings are becoming more and more critical of the synthetic environment, expressing values and making demands which could have come straight out of the pages of any of Lewis Mumford’s books. So maybe, despite everything the megamachine throws against the life instinct, there remain grounds for continuing to hope, as Mumford did in the closing lines of The Culture of Cities: 

The cycle of the machine is now coming to an end. Mankind has learned much in the hard discipline and the shrewd, unflinching grasp of practical possibilities that the machine has provided during the last three centuries: but we can no more continue to live in the world of the machine than we could live successfully on the barren surface of the moon. Man is at last in a position to transcend the machine, and to create a new biological and social environment, in which the highest possibilities of human existence will be realized, not for the strong and the lucky alone, but for all co-operating and understanding groups, associations, and communities.

Mumford returns to the wisdom of Aristotle, who argued that "Men come together in cities in order to live: they remain together in order to live the good life." 

Only fragments of this purpose are fulfilled in the modern world; but a new pattern of the good life is emerging, partly by pressure from within, partly by reaction against the disordered environment, the wry, dehumanized purposes, the ugly barbarisms that still prevail in the world at large. 




These words were written on the eve of the Second World War. The task is to transfer the efforts, resources and energies from the purpose of destroying civilisation, from pursuing death and destruction as a systematic purpose, to the purpose of recreating civilisation anew.

Mumford quotes words written by Henry Adams in 1905: ‘At the present rate of progression since 1600, it will not need another century or half century to tip thought upside down. Law, in that case, would disappear as theory or a priori principle and give place to force. Morality would become police. Explosives would reach cosmic violence. Disintegration would overcome integration.’

For nuclear war, read ecological catastrophe. What Mumford writes in respect of Adams’ words has a direct bearing on the need to renew and rebuild civilisation in light of the looming environmental crisis.

With the invention of the atomic bomb every item in the prediction was fulfilled except one: the disappearance of law and morality. That took place when the bomb was actually used.




What makes the problem especially hazardous is the fact that time is increasingly of the essence. The moral capacities of humankind are engaged in a game of catch-up with technical capacities that have escaped common, psychic and cultural restraint. 





As serious as the situation is in itself, its gravity is intensified by the time element. ‘Mankind, already weakened and debauched by war, cannot give itself time to idle on the oars, while deliberating at length over the changes that must be made in our educational and political institutions if we are to control the terrible genius that has risen out of the cyclotron and the atomic bomb… We must think swiftly, plan swiftly, act swiftly. And our thinking must be as unsparing of our foibles and habits as the atomic bomb itself is unsparing of all the structures and organisms within its range of disintegration.’ (Mumford 1946: 5). Such words are familiar with respect to the ecological problems that increasingly threaten the modern world. 

Mumford emphasises the potential for the creative use of technics:





The realisation of this creative potential requires that the effort and resources that the human race currently puts into preparing for and fighting war be canalised into more productive channels.

The question is how can a world of war-mongerers create peace? How can a world of thieves give way to a world of honesty? ‘Changes that mankind will require perhaps a thousand years to translate adequately into working institutions, must first manifest themselves within the human heart. Only there can the initial transformation operate with sufficient swiftness; by contrast, every institution is by definition a society for the prevention of change. In short, man must achieve wisdom before he can use his knowledge: he must be transformed at the core before he will be able to control the periphery.’ (Mumford 1946: 53/5). 

What is the upshot of this analysis? One must impose the duty of saving mankind from its own potential self-destructiveness, not upon a single saviour, not upon a group of statesmen or experts, still less upon some new institution : this analysis throws the burden, first of all, on each individual. Only if the challenge is widely accepted, will the human reaction be equal to the present situation. Without this personal change all the necessary institutional changes will be crippled at the start.
For mankind at large, there is no time to discover new knowledge before we control the forces that now threaten us: we must work with the existing means, and transform those who operate these means — ourselves. Eventually we may hope to create a world religion, but immediately we must rely upon the Hindu becoming a better Hindu, the Mohammedan a better Mohammedan, the Christian a better Christian, the Communist a better Communist. Eventually we must create a world society; but first we must rely upon the leaders of our national states giving to man's welfare the zeal they have hitherto given to party or country. We may hope for a unified science, too; but first we must demand greater self-discipline, greater social responsibility, greater capacity for mutual aid, on the part of the individual scientist.

Mumford PS 1946: 5

The challenge confronting those attempting to overthrow the megamachine and create the new organic-regional city is substantial. The expansion of overscale cities, megalopolises dominating the global landscape and dissipating the resources of the world, seems irreversible. Corporate capital has extended its tentacles over the entire globe, tightening its control over whole communities within networks of trade and finance, imposing complex patterns of production and consumption that are impossible to avoid, expanding transport systems, communications, factories, agribusiness combines. The sheer scale of this monocratic order makes it appear impossible that such an order could be overthrown in favour of an alternative socio-cultural form.

Lewis Mumford made the interesting observation that humanity dreams itself into existence. (Mumford 1975. Cited by Dinnerstein 1976: 251.) The problem is that, drawn further and further into the mechanical matrix, human beings have exchanged dreams for fantasies and illusions. The nightmare world of ‘the Machine’ demands that human beings recover the capacity to dream. 

Mumford values the Neolithic village very highly and praises Neolithic values time and again throughout his writings. Humanity, it is clear, needs another dream.

The City in History, Lewis Mumford presented the alternative futures lying before humanity by means of two pictures. The first picture was a sketch of a perfected artificial environment by a group of Japanese city planners, a plastic and metal construction wired into a central command-and-control system. This is the city as the ‘machine for living’, a totally controlled, airtight, inorganic environment in with everything is man-made.. (Roszak 1972 ch 12). 

Against this nightmare future projected by modern city planners, Mumford presented the vision portrayed on an old Chinese scroll painting of the Spring Festival: a verdant garden filled with sunlight, teeming with wildlife and people together, all at ease in the Tao. Such a vision forms the basis for an ecological praxis, offering an ideal society of the future which can serve as the object of our willing in the present. The image fits the ecological-regional ideal projected in Mumford’s writings, an enchanting symbiosis of people and place, culture and nature, organic living within a biocentric community. Mumford’s ecological vision offers the basis of a truly rational praxis, a praxis that has recovered the ecological dimension within the sphere of reason. The end of this praxis is the organic community resting upon the pacified symbiosis of humanity, society and nature.

Mumford’s vision is neither anti-urban nor anti-technological. Mumford’s point is that urban industrial society needs to respect scale. The city and industry could be part of the Spring Festival, integral to the ecological modus vivendi. The crucial thing is that urbanism and industrialism should be integrated within a general mode of life, not be the dominant, overarching forces within that mode.

Mumford’s vision is of the Garden revisited, only this time without the old oppressive patriarchal hierarchies. Mumford’s Garden a vision of justice between people, classes, races, sexes, species. It is a vision of diversity, interconnection and wholeness based on the harmony between the component parts. Most of all, it is a vision of ‘life’ — from the cell to the dwelling to the region to the whole web of Nature — a symbiotic dance of cosmic energy, pulsing to a rhythm which births us into living, nurtures us into being and decays us into dying, yet whose gifts are intrinsically good, however mortal and fleeting.

One cannot help, reading Mumford, to be struck by a certain nostalgia for the Neolithic village. Levi-Strauss argued that civilization has been in a long decline since the Neolithic and Mumford’s praise of Neolithic values suggests that he agreed. All that wealth and power monopolised at the centre generates illusions and insanities, whole philosophies and religions based on an obsessive concern with hierarchy, manipulation, and the "absolute." All of this went hand in hand with the creation of that great edifice called "the state", a transition symbolised in the west, Mumford argues, by that Bronze Age fort called the Pentagon. 
Mumford values the Neolithic village as the first real unit of associational settlement, and Mumford returns time and again to Neolithic values of security, communal cooperation, intimate face-to-face relations, the integration of work and play, conversation, ritual, within a rough equality. There is another aspect to Mumford’s respect for Neolithic values which runs throughout his writing, his sense of the important role that women have played in the evolution of the city and civilisation. Civilisation has been characterised by the twin poles of immanence and transcendence, the male need to build a civilisation to avoid being absorbed into female Nature. The inescapable circularity of Nature is something that induces men to built a new nature of their own, one which attempts to write permanence into the historical record. Transcendence in this respect indicates the attempt through ‘progress’ to deny and avoid Nature’s endless cycle of birth, life, death and rebirth. This fear of and flight from female Nature is necessary to civilisation but is also an illusion. Sooner or later, Nature reclaims its own. This not only refers to individual members of the species, but also to the cities, buildings, technics and all other features of the human record. Like Ozymandias, human artefacts are absorbed back into land. Mother Nature is the giver and the taker of life. The recognition of this all-encompassing necessity is written all over Mumford’s work. Thus, in The City in History, Mumford writes that 'home and mother' are written over every phase of the neolithic village. 

House and village, eventually the town itself, are woman writ large...  In Egyptian hieroglyphics, 'house' or 'town' may stand as symbols for 'mother', as if to confirm the similarity of the individual and the collective nurturing function. 

Mumford CH 1961: 22

Mumford draws an analogy between the more primitive structures - houses, rooms, tombs – and the ‘round’ female body. Mumford highlights the ‘maternal enclosure and intimacy’ of the village, placing particular stress upon its ‘oneness with the forces of nature’. ‘Without  this  communal  identification and mothering, the young become demoralized’ (Mumford 1966: 24). Mumford argues that ‘from the village, the city derives its nature as a mothering and life-promoting environment, stable and secure, rooted in man's reciprocal relations with other organisms and communities.’ (Mumford CH 1961:635). It should come as no surprise, then, that Mumford should draw the conclusion that the health of the city is achieved by being restored to its maternal origins: 





Mumford’s argument concerning the maternal origins of the city, emphasising the need for the city to recover its symbiotic association with Nature, has affinities with the reverence of the divine feminine in the shape of the Great Goddess. (Dames, Michael, Silbury Treasure — the Great Goddess Rediscovered, Thames and Hudson, London, 1976; Getty, Adele, Goddess — Mother of All Living, Thames & Hudson, London, 1990. Gimbutas, Marija, Goddesses and Gods of Old Europe, 6500—3500 BC, Thames and Hudson, London, 1982; Gimbutas, Marija, The Civilization of the Goddess: The World of Old Europe, edited with Joan Marler, Harper & Row, San Francisco, 1991; Straffon, Cheryl, The Earth Goddess, Blandford, UK, 1997; Markale, Jean, The Great Goddess, Inner Traditions 1999).

Whilst it would be wrong to argue that Mumford subscribed to any simple ‘back to nature’ thesis, he certainly affirms respect for the ‘organic norms and limits’ within ‘the entire ecological system on which man's own life and welfare depends.’ Mumford thus argues for a renewal based on respect for originary nature rather than progress as an endless change reflecting an ‘aimless dynamism’.

Mumford thus argues that ‘the prime need of our age is to contrive channels for excessive energies and impetuous vitalities that have departed from organic norms and limits.’ (Mumford 1966: 649).

Mumford never makes the mistake of identifying the means and instruments of ‘progress’ with civilisation and culture as such. Instead, he seeks above all balance, proportion, harmony through respect for organic norms and natural limits. When Mumford highlights the ‘maternal enclosure and intimacy’ of the village and stresses ‘oneness with the forces of nature’, it becomes clear that renewal for Mumford is in large part a restoration of the ‘maternal, life-nurturing functions’ to the city. (Mumford 1966: 655). Mumford is seeking a symbiotic association between nature and culture, but underlying it all is a sense of the ‘oneness with the forces of nature.’ This adds a certain pathos to Mumford’s concerns. Deep down, Mumford’s writings on culture and civilisation exhibit an understanding that Nature’s eternal cycles of birth, life, death and rebirth are inescapable. Recognising those limits are crucial to restoring sanity and balance to life.

This becomes plain in Mumford’s argument in chapter 7 in The Culture of Cities. Here, Mumford argues that ‘one of the most important attributes of a vital urban environment is one that has rarely been achieved in past civilizations: the capacity for renewal.’ Mumford emphasises ‘the powers of social adaptation and reproduction’ in the new architecture as against ‘the fixed shell and the static monument’. Whereas the sign of the older order of architecture was ‘the House of the Dead’, in modern culture, it is the ‘House of the Living’, the dwelling house, ‘renewable generation by generation.’ 

Mumford locates the human impulse to create everlasting monuments in the desire of the living to perpetuate themselves, ‘to overcome the flux and evanescence of all living forms.’ Biologically, this can be achieved by only one means, organic reproduction. But this propagation of the species is not enough to satisfy the desire for eternal life. Sex is Nature’s little trick to ensure that living individuals reproduce the species as a whole. This expresses the amorality of Nature’s biological necessity. The species as a whole matters more than the individual members. ‘Renewal through reproduction is the vulgar means of ensuring continuity’ (Mumford CC 1938: 434). Civilisation in large part is an attempt by living individuals to escape Nature’s irresistible cycles and cheat death – it is a claim to eternity achieved by the assertion of human power above and beyond Nature.





At the level of biological necessity, human beings must be content to seek eternal life through their children. But this is about the propagation of the species as a whole, an amoral necessity that says nothing of the significance of living individuals. The eminent and the powerful lack sufficient faith in these powers of renewal and so, in their vanity, seek a ‘petrified immortality’: 





This point does not relate only to ancient times, with these priestly and kingly cults taking new form within civic communities: ‘they, too, tended to sacrifice life to the monument.’ Mumford’s point is general, arguing that from classic times to our own day, civilisations have been ‘oriented toward death and fixity: the immobilization of life.’ Mumford cites Heraclitus’ argument that all things flow, and Lucretius’ argument that ‘man is a part of the eternally changing cycle of nature’. However, ‘the aim of civilization was permanence: its highest achievement in cities was the static grandeur of a Pantheon or a Temple.’ The more shaky the institution, the more solid the monument (Mumford 1938: 435). 

Mumford thus argues that the permanence which is embedded in the structures of the city is accompanied by death: ‘the burial ground encroaches on the city and the city, with its mass of dead buildings, duly armored in stone, becomes a burial ground. The temple prepares for death, the monument consecrates it, the sacrificial altar sanctifies it, the learning of the schools rehearses it, the burial vault or the cemetery completes it. These beliefs and habits become pervasive: they eat into urban routine. Records of state, the tables of the law, the correspondence of political functionaries, the decisions of the courts— over all these activities a dead hand, a petrified hand, rules. The very permanence of stone and brick, which enable them to defy time, cause them also ultimately to defy life. Stone gives a false sense of continuity, and a deceptive assurance of life: the shell seems to pledge continuity by the fact that it continues to exist, outwardly unaffected by the passage of events.’ (Mumford 1938:435). 

The permanence of built structures and the petrified hand of laws, rules and regulations suffocate life, spontaneity and creativity. The hard shell promises continuity, eternal life, but it achieves perpetuity only by sacrificing the life within. Human beings have built civilisation as a shell to shield themselves against the amoral indifference of Nature. But the permanence of this shell is not the same as eternal life for its contents. In time, the shell hardens on the back and suffocates the life contained within. The shell isn’t real life, it is a substitute for it.

But the fact is that exterior form can only confirm an inner life: it is not a substitute. All living beliefs, all living desires and ideas, must be perpetually renewed, from generation to generation: re-thought, re-considered, re-willed, re-built, if they are to endure. The blight of ancient Rome upon the imagination of Italy in the ensuing ages bears witness to the congealing strength of the monument: each generation mounts guard on a cemetery, and repeats the password of its dusty challenge.

Mumford 1938 ch 7). 

So long as human beings are wholly oriented toward death and the timeless, the monument has meaning. Many civilizations have sacrificed a good part of their life, their resources, their mental and physical energies to the monument. Mumford argues that with the profound change in our biological understanding of death and immortality, monumentalism has been robbed of its main meaning. At this point, Mumford seems to restate the inescapability of Nature’s biological necessity as against attempts to achieve eternity through civilisation building. Mumford demands renewal rather than change.





This is a frank affirmation of the ancient religion of the Mother Goddess, the Great Goddess as the symbol of the Earth and its natural cycles, as the giver and the taker of life. This is what brings a certain pathos to Mumford’s perspective, a pathos which sees human beings as somewhere between immanence and transcendence, humanity as the finite in pursuit of the infinite. Human beings struggle and strive, build their worlds around them, only, in the end that comes to all, to be drawn back into Nature’s inescapable cycles. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, from Nature we come, to Nature we return. 

Instead of being oriented, then, toward death and fixity, we are oriented to the cycle of life, with its never-ending process of birth and growth and renewal and death: a process we can neither halt nor limit by ideological fixations or cunning inventions. The very stones of the ancient tombs are no longer for us true symbols of eternity: we know their secret processes and detect their faltering character: we see their civilizations, too, through the perspective of time, perspectives that reveal the feebleness of their boasted power and the frailty of their monuments. The forms that past cultures have chosen for immortality seem to us as essentially childish as the rag doll to which the infant playfully attributes life. Time is a bomb that splits the most august temple open, if indeed the wanton savagery of men does not anticipate death's weapon. 

Mumford 1938 ch 7

Since Nature doesn’t care, so long as the species is propagated, then human beings must build a civilisation and invest their actions with moral significance. Set against Nature’s cycles of birth, life, death and rebirth, however, human artefacts, even the greatest of monuments, are feeble and frail. Human beings attempt to escape Nature’s cycles of life by cunning inventions and ideological fixations, but this is a frank denial which orients civilisation around death and fixity. Mumford seeks to reorient civilisation around life. Whilst the idea of fixity resists change the forms so that patterns of past ages die slowly, Mumford considers that ‘the notion of material survival by means of the monument no longer represents the impulses of our civilization, and in fact it defies our closest convictions.’ Mumford lists the many monuments, the Valhallas and Lincoln Memorials, the Victor Emmanuel Monuments and Vimy Ridge Memorials, the "Eternal Lights" that go out when the electric power station breaks down or the bulb blows out. These monuments and buildings are all ‘the hollow echoes of an expiring breath, rattling ironically in the busy streets of our cities, heaps of stone, which either curb and confine the work of the living .. or are completely irrelevant to our beliefs and demands.’ (Mumford 1938: 439).

Mumford sees times changing in the modern world: ‘In most past civilizations the activities of the living were not real until they could be transposed into terms of death. In our emerging civilization death is meaningless until it can be transposed into terms of the living. In the recent Christian culture life was a probational period of preparation for death and the far more significant and important state of after-life: for us, death is a making way for life, and all the fixed and memorial processes, the written record, the painting, the sculptured stone, the photograph, the recorded voice, are offerings to the living—to be accepted, not out of duty to the dead, but out of loyalty to other remoter generations who will also be capable of deriving life from these symbols.’ (Mumford 1938: 439). 

This architectural change has implications that go far beyond the conception of individual tombs, memorials, or public buildings. The death of the monument affects the character of our culture as a whole and the very texture of urban life. ‘Why, for example, should each generation go on living in the quarters that were built by its ancestors? These quarters, even if not soiled and battered, were planned for other uses, other habits, other modes of living: often they were mere makeshifts for the very purpose they were supposed to serve in their own day: the best under existing limitations that now no longer hold.’ (Mumford 1938 ch 7). 
Mumford does indeed seem to be attempting to explore the potential offered by neotechnics to return to the neolithic. He thus cites the example of the pastoral nomad, who spared himself the sacrifice of the living to the dead monument until he copied the ways of men in cities: he travelled light. 





Mumford thus seems to be giving his own version of the pastoral. As against the immobile, inflexible, overbuilt structures of civilisation, Mumford demands that we come to live lightly on the land. The criticism of the monument thus goes beyond the purely symbolic structures of religion and government to target the machines and utilities that, in fostering the dense occupancy of cities, have assumed a monumental character. The roads, subways and new traffic arteries of the modern metropolis are built with sublime collective indifference to earthly realities (Mumford 1938:440). 

‘The more the energies of a community become immobilized in ponderous material structures, the less ready is it to adjust itself to new emergencies and to take advantage of new possibilities.’ (Mumford 1938: 440). 





It follows from this that every proposal to elaborate the physical shell of the community should be critically examined, and social alternatives to the mechanical means proposed should be sought. This means exploring possibilities for simpler and lighter mechanical equipment—decentralized rather than centralized, small rather than big. Always, Mumford emphasises human dimensions, proportions and scale. Mumford opposes organicism and socialisation to mechanical order.

Very often there is a live choice between mechanization and socialization: a choice that capitalism naturally prefers to be oblivious to, since its profits spring out of the production and sale of mechanical utilities: the more gigantic, the more numerous, the more profitable. So deeply ingrained is the pecuniary order that even a socialized republic like the USSR more than once has adopted capitalist methods, even superstitions, under socialist slogans.

Mumford 1938 ch 7

The older cities, planned as monuments, with heavy capital investments duly incorporated under capitalism in the toppling structure of mortgages and land values, are incapable of adjustment to fresh needs and fresh demands. ‘Their assets are, as the saying is, frozen: from the standpoint of life they are preposterous and paralyzing deficits: obstacles to a flexible method of meeting new situations by means of appropriate structures.’ Against the overscale, overgrown metropolis, Mumford praises the small city, not least because it does not stagger under such a burden of capital outlays in non-productive utilities. 

The economy of settling light implies the small scale city.

The economy of settling light does not merely consist in a lower scale of investment and lower overhead: its value derives from the greater readiness to take advantage of fresh improvements. Small cities, where people continued to cycle or walk to work, were better prepared to take advantage of motor transportation than cities that had invested heavily in trolley cars, elevators, and subways. Under a biotechnic regime we shall attempt to get by socialized planning what we have hitherto sought to achieve exclusively by means of costly mechanical equipment. 

Arnold Toynbee refers to the process of culture, as a community assumes command over the environment and the physical means of life, as "etherealization." In referring to the development of a new type of living environment, Mumford expresses this etherealization as de-materialization: a reduction of physical structures to their absolute functional minimum. (Mumford 1938: 442). 





Mumford attributes the ‘irrational expenditures’ entailed by machine civilisation to the fact that the machine has become, in effect, a monument, ‘a symbol of our mechanocentric religion’. But ‘mechanolatry’ is a ‘bastard religion’, not a true religion, the machine is not a true god but a false god. Further, half the glories of this mechanolatry mock the very mechanical and scientific principles it superficially seeks to enthrone. Those who venerate the new idols of technology actually betray true science and hand over technics to the service of a new cult of mechanical, material power. And mechanical power alone is an illusory power. 





There is a need to be sceptical of all ideologies and movements which seek perfection in a world which is far from perfectible. Appreciating the scope for improvement should never be conflated with perfectibility, something which is quickly identified with the pursuit of immortality intrinsic to the machine mentality. Lewis Mumford begins his historical analysis by showing the basis of the mechanical perspective in the Pharaohs’ attempt to achieve deathless perfection by building pyramids. (Mumford 1967: 195.) The body may turn to dust but the spirit, embodied in mausoleums, lives on. Mumford generalises the point, relating the building of monuments to the urge to live forever. Monument building comes in many forms - military conquest, colonialism, the building of business or political dynasties, inventions, engineering feats – but to Mumford these are attempts to transcend natural limits which become sources of injustice, conflict, and ecological damage.

From this perspective, the ideal of ‘progress’ is a psychic and cultural formulation which is based on the fear of and flight from death, expressing the deeply felt need for permanence. The idea of material expansion and technological development proceeding ever onwards and upwards is the secular equivalent to religious notions of eternal life within the heavenly kingdom. On the earthly terrain, ‘progress’ is a rationalisation which justifies the despoliation of nature for new towns, roads, airports, dams, etc, the displacement of peoples and the continual use and waste of resources for purposes of endless economic expansion.

Far from being the solution, endless growth is the problem. Trapped within an accumulative logic, the more human beings consume, the more they come to want. Failure to distinguish need and want from the first means that humanity will continue to be beset with economic and ecological crises.

To address the basic alienation, there is a need to ask questions of life in terms of purpose and meaning. The awareness of finite limits, in a personal sense as well as with respect to the biophysical environment in general, brings an understand that there is no permanence, no heavenly kingdom in this material world. This points to the futility of the finite in pursuit of the infinite. Awareness of natural limits brings acceptance of our finite selves, something which tempers and finally suppresses the human urge to assert, impose, build monuments of all kinds, over-consume resources.

Whereas the civilisations we have created in the past are ‘cumbrous physical shells’, future civilisation needs to be a ‘living environment, an organic body capable of circulation and repair and renewal in every organ, member, and tissue.’ Mumford uses that word ‘renewal’ yet again, indicating the need to replenish the living social order through rediscovering those symbiotic associations with nature and its life support systems. We no longer need civilisation to be a shell protecting us from nature and from other communities. The protective function of the city is merely the utilitarian side of the metaphysical concepts of fixity and permanence characterising past civilisation. That protective function has been ‘overdone’, its time is past. It is time to create civilisation as a living environment, a biocentric civilisation infused with life. ‘For living creatures, the only real protection comes through growth and renewal and reproduction: processes that are precisely the opposite of petrification.’ (Mumford CC 1938:443). 
Mumford condemns capitalist enterprise for a systematic misdirection of effort, contriving free-standing, individual, manufactured houses, which could be put on the market in the same fashion as the automobile. Such an effort overlooks the critical fact that modern communal services and collective utilities have made the cost of free-standing houses prohibitive: ‘they have sought economy in the shell alone, without availing themselves of further economies that rest upon community planning and community building.’ (Mumford 1938: 444). 

Mumford returns time and again to the value of ‘renewal’. 





Whilst the modern city is to be renewed every generation, this means neither that it will "grow" indefinitely and spread indefinitely nor that the processes of demolition and destruction will continue to destroy every vestige of the past. (Mumford 1938:445). On the contrary, renewal proceeds on the basis of a recognition of natural limits and ecological norms, exercising a inherent restraint upon overscale growth. 

In considering the seemingly irresistible power of the megamachine, there is a need to emphasise that politics in this society rests to a large extent not upon physical power but psychic pressure. The consent of the masses to the megamachine is in large part the result of believing the promises of the good life that the megamachine makes but cannot redeem. The megamachine engineers the belief that all human aspirations can be satisfied within its perfected artificial apparatus, and nowhere else. But if people refuse this promise, realise the extent to which the megamachine exploits the acquisitiveness of individuals, the artificial environment of the megamachine will dissolve.

Ecological destruction, global poverty, militarisation, technocratic totalitarianism, chemical, biological and nuclear warfare threaten to make the future nasty, brutish and short. In terms of global processes and mechanisms, there appears to be no alternative. Certainly, any alternative possibility that exists cannot emerge within official institutional channels constructed within the expansionist order. There is, however, an alternative future. This alternative is emerging within the range of local, communal forms that real people in real communities are innovating in their everyday life. These experiments articulate a radical vision within the expansionist order, containing the potential for a new ecology, a new democracy, a new aesthetic of life. This society would embody and express the life insurgent.

If this new politics expands, there will be a plethora of techniques and forms for both the descaling and rescaling of the urban environment, deconstructing the many interlocking imperatives imposed by the artificial environment and reconstructing them as interlocking necessities crucial to a self-regulating organic order. This is precisely the end that Mumford’s work expresses.

The multi-faceted nature of Mumford’s genius has not served his reputation well in an age of academic specialisation. Mumford made substantial, original and enduring contributions to a wide range of fields and disciplines – the city and urban studies, technology, history, geography, architecture, cultural criticism, sociology, ecology, politics and philosophy. Mumford was certainly one of the first and most perceptive critics of the character of reason and rationalisation in the twentieth century, anticipating attempts to reinstate the body, the linguistic turn and the concern to revalue the private and the personal as being of political and moral significance. Yet one searches in vain for Mumford’s name in the contemporary literature on these themes.

Mumford’s contribution to contemporary thought in a wide variety of areas may be in danger of being overlooked but the scale of his achievement is not in doubt. Mumford’s version of radicalism, which rested on a transformation of relationships within humanity and between humanity and its environment, is based upon a fundamentally organic understanding on the place of human beings within the natural world. That radicalism, predicated upon appropriate scale, balance and harmony within an ecological regionalism is potentially the most fruitful one. It is certainly all the more appealing after a century of centralisation in the cause of excess and overscale power undertaken by political parties of both the left and the right. Mumford never believed that such centralisation was inevitable. Systemic biases within evolving megastructures may make the totalitarian scenario probable. But Mumford, adhering to Patrick Geddes’ principle that the life insurgent, the force capable of transcending and refashioning the environment reaches its apex in humanity, always entertained possibilities for an alternative future.

A growing body of Mumford scholarship is slowly beginning to make clear the extent to which Lewis Mumford influenced his own age but, further, will increasingly influence future ages as they come to grapple with urban and environmental problems. 

This small study has attempted to make clear how extensive Mumford’s concerns, ideas and solutions were. This comprehensive character of Mumford’s body of work no doubt reflects his organicism and holism, affirming the unity and inter-dependence of all life forms. Mumford wrote in so wide an area – cities, architecture, culture, technology, politics, art, sociology, geography, ecology – that it is possible, in an era blighted, indeed blinded, by specialisation to see his work as hopelessly diffuse. The truth is, however, that there is a strongly defined and consistent thread to his thought. Mumford  sought to reform the world according to ecological and regional principles, to simplify life by a decentralisation that ensures human scale, to achieve social and environmental justice, to make the world more aesthetically pleasing, more beautiful. He put quality before quantity and the principles of scale and balance were the means to that end. Mumford ‘s views on urban and environmental issues, on preserving what is of value in the natural and built worlds, on decentralising bloated, overscale power in politics and economics are more significant now than when Mumford expressed them. For much of the twentieth century, Mumford’s ideas were rejected as utopian. Mumford always defended himself by pointing out that his concern was with genuine solutions to problems, not courses of action that were pragmatic merely in the sense of fitting the parameters of governmental institutions and commercial considerations.
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VWBP Van Wyck Brooks Papers, University of Pennsylvania, Charles Patterson Van Pelt Library, Department of Special Collections, Philadelphia.
WFP       Waldo Frank Papers, University of Pennsylvania, Charles Patterson Van Pelt Library, Department of Special Collections, Philadelphia.
WLP Walter Lippmann Papers, Yale University Library, Manuscripts and Archives Division, New Haven, Connecticut.
WOCP William Van O'Connor Papers, Syracuse University, George Arendts Research Library, Syracuse, New York.

Mumford's Notes: 
Personalia. Mumford kept several kinds of notes, one of which he labelled Personalia. These are intensely personal notes. In the Lewis Mumford Collection, University of Pennsylvania, Charles Patterson Van Pelt Library, Department of Special Collections, Philadelphia.
Personalia, in the confidential portion of the Lewis Mumford Collection.
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